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Abstract

Researchers have explored the issue of social class in higher education through
the experiences of students and faculty, but have not yet analyzed the experiences of
student affairs staff. Past researchers have conflated or ignored issues of race in studies
on class, and rarely acknowledge gender as a variable in the classed experience. Student
affairs professionals, while part of a field that values diversity and social justice, do not
frequently raise class as an area of importance within graduate preparation programs or
professional associations. The field is feminized and less valued in the academy, making
class a relevant topic for further study. Using an intersectional approach, this study
explores the lived experiences of White women who work in student affairs settings in
higher education who also come from working class origins. The study identifies the
ways in which institutional and interpersonal forces construct class identities, and how
race and gender influence class experiences. Findings suggest class identities of origin
impact mobility within the student affairs field, conceptions of labor and work, and
relationships at home. Further, professional associations may unwittingly recreate rather
than transform class distinctions.
Keywords: social class, gender, student affairs, higher education
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Reflexive Statement
Invisibility is a dangerous and painful condition, and lesbians are not the
only people to know it. When those who have power to name and to
socially construct reality choose not to see you or hear you, whether you
are dark-skinned, old, disabled, female, or speak with a different accent or
dialect than theirs, when someone with the authority of a teacher, say,
describes the world and you are not in it, there is a moment of psychic
disequilibrium, as if you looked into a mirror and saw nothing. Yet you
know you exist and others like you, that this is a game with mirrors.
(Rich, 1986, p. 199)
As the first in my family to complete college, I was always in awe of classmates
who seemed to know a lot more about the world than I did. Everyone else knew things I
should know, but for whatever reason, did not. Although I started college in an honors
program, I still experienced the “imposter syndrome” which I later learned was common
among many students (Brookfield, 1995). At the time, I believed I was the only one
thinking I was a fraud not worthy of being in college, and I did not consciously connect it
to my class background.
When I started taking women’s studies classes as an undergraduate, I began to
build an awareness of how class operates within the United States. For the first time, I
moved from being ashamed of my family’s background to being angry that I believed the
myth of meritocracy. I believed many of the “lies my teacher told me” (Loewen, 1995),
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including that with enough hard work, anybody could achieve all of their dreams. People
who had a lot of material success must have earned it and people who were in poverty
just needed to work harder.
This myth did not operate for my family or those around me. My parents worked
harder than most people I knew and yet they still did not achieve as much as their peers
did. I knew racism and sexism prohibited some people of color and women from
achieving their dreams, and despite the “we’ve come a long way, baby” advertisements
of my youth, we still had a long ways to go. As a college student, I began to take notice
of how class backgrounds shaped the experiences of those who came from lower income
backgrounds like me. What I discovered is many of us felt we did not belong at school or
at home. Caught between two worlds, we did not know how to pronounce big words and
were subject to cold stares from teachers, while we also spoke too fancy for home and
were accused of acting “uppity.”
Still, I found my way through college and while in graduate school to become a
high school guidance counselor discovered I could continue to work in a college setting.
I made a point in graduate course work and my first positions in academic advising to
look out for underrepresented or marginalized students in the academy. I felt my calling
was to open the doors to college a little wider by showing more folks they could make it,
too. After years of attending college and then working for universities, I still feel like I
do not belong. Within student affairs literature, we have narratives about practitioners
who identify as women, people of color, and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
(LGBT) persons, but none about folks from working class backgrounds. Even our
professional associations have “knowledge communities” or “standing committees” for
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professionals of color, women, men, LGBT persons, persons with disabilities but none
around class. Students, faculty, and staff assume those working in a professional position
in a college or university setting, especially if they are White, all come from the same
middle or upper class position. Further, people assume those from lower or working
class backgrounds desire to assimilate to middle and upper classes, not quite
understanding assimilation has losses as well as gains, e.g. leaving behind family and
friends.
On an almost daily basis, I notice colleagues, students, and faculty members who
make assumptions about the “average” college student that completely exclude people
who come from backgrounds like mine. I get frustrated when working class people are
invisible in these prestigious settings. When I observe this marginalization happening
within student affairs, a profession that names diversity and justice as core values but
does little to practice these values when it comes to the issue of class, I am particularly
concerned.
Those who come from working class backgrounds often discover one another
through offices and programs that serve underrepresented students (TRIO, Upward
Bound, multicultural student services, etc.). Many carry our working class backgrounds
and values with us, even as our education and income now firmly plant us in the middle
class. We often work for the student affairs offices on the margins of the academy, in
grant-funded positions that may expire or in lower-paid units. We may still feel like we
are the only ones, but we find a “safe haven” in units designed to serve underrepresented
groups.
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While a dominant narrative in the U.S. suggests education is the path to success,
in reality it still functions to replicate existing social classes. Those of us who enter the
field precisely to challenge that replication can be walking a razor’s edge between
assimilating fully and losing our family and a sense of our heritage, or wearing our class
background as a badge of honor and jeopardizing our careers by not fitting in. There
must be another way that allows our backgrounds to influence us but not bind us, to allow
the class we acquire in higher education to shape us without requiring us to let go of our
past (or present, for those whose families and friends remain working class). Rather than
simply experience status anxiety, we may negotiate our class identities in a hybrid
fashion that allows us to retain our home community and function in our new educational
setting. We can work at strategically dismantling systems that perpetuate inequities
rather than simply serving people who benefit from those systems.
Researchers and biographers have developed ample literature regarding the
experiences of students and faculty from working class backgrounds in higher education.
However, researchers have not yet studied the experiences of those who work at colleges
but who are neither students nor faculty. Those voices are absent. Student affairs
developed as a pink-collar and lower status profession within higher education. As such,
I believe student affairs professionals and researchers should pay more attention to class
issues. The field should explore how class intersects with gender and race, how class
influences the experiences of students, faculty, and staff, and how institutional structures
maintain rather than transform class inequities. I find it ironic that a profession with its
own issues as a “second-class” field within the academy would also be under-prepared to
work with colleagues from different class backgrounds. While one’s financial standing
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may change as a result of having an advanced degree and working in a college setting,
many student affairs professionals from working class backgrounds do not submit to
“class amnesia” (Zandy, 1994) and carry the values of their family of origin with them.
This can cause one to become adept at code-switching, trying to adapt to professional and
personal circles that never seem to “fit.”
Now, as an adjunct instructor and site supervisor for emerging student affairs
professionals, I find myself increasingly concerned that student affairs preparation
programs focus more on personal narratives and connecting with students individually,
paying less attention to the ways in which inequities are structurally-based. We do not
often discuss the unintentional ways in which we might be actually supporting
asymmetrical power relations rather than transforming them. Put simply, we think of
ourselves as helpers and good people; so, to acknowledge that we may be complicit in
reproducing class inequities is a bitter pill to swallow. When I have been critical of my
profession, my colleagues have responded to critique as an act of betrayal rather than an
act of love, but it is only because I love the field so much that I want to be among those
that reframe some conversations to be more attentive to class.

Overview of the Research
The purpose of this study was to explore whether and how coming from a
working class family influences White female student affairs professionals in higher
education and what strategies these professionals use to navigate the middle/upper class
institutions in which they work. Within student affairs, there may be a gap between
espoused and enacted values of justice and inclusion when it comes to matters of class.
As a feminized profession with lower status within the academy, one might think student
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affairs would have a heightened sensitivity to class issues. But, student affairs
professionals often mute the class component of gender/race/class conversations. We
have professional affiliation groups for other marginalized identities (committees for
women, persons of color, lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT) persons), but
none related to class. When class is studied, it is through narratives of working class
students and faculty. It is good to hear about the experiences of students and teachers,
but these are not the only members of the academy. The voices of women from working
class backgrounds who serve as staff members (not students or faculty) in student affairs
settings have yet to be heard.
Existing literature exploring the intersections of class and gender, particularly
framed in the context of student affairs professionals in higher education, is rare. Across
disciplines, gaps exist where gender is not often a topic in working class studies and
women’s studies does not fully explore class. This study could add to the growing
literature about intersections of identity, both from an individual as well as structural
level. This research explored the lived experiences of twenty-five White women from
working class backgrounds who currently work in student affairs settings. Informed by
feminist and critical theories, the study used grounded theory to outline how class
mobility works within the field and to describe the daily interactions the women have
with families and colleagues. Findings may provide insights to better prepare student
affairs practitioners of all class backgrounds to work more effectively within their
institutions, among their community of practitioners, and as reflective individuals more
aware of their own class background and how that background influences their work.

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

18

CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE
A survey of the literature related to class, higher education, student affairs, and
the intersections between them leads me to summarize my findings in the following two
major categories. Topical literature identifies themes from narratives by or about
working class students and faculty and provides a brief description of the student affairs
profession. Analytic literature describes expanded definitions of class from critical
theory literature, provides a brief overview of related student development theory, and
summarizes the ways in which student affairs is a feminized and lower status field in the
academy.

Topical Literature
Narratives by or about Working Class Students and Faculty
What do I mean when I refer to people from working class backgrounds? Class is
frequently associated simply with income, but other class indicators include wealth,
property ownership, education, status, authority, affiliation, power, and cultural values.
In response to those who think that class is exclusively about income, Charlip (1995)
noted, “If you earn thirty thousand dollars a year working in an assembly plant, come
home from work, open a beer and watch the game, you are working class; if you earn
twenty thousand dollars a year as a school teacher, come home from work to a glass of
white wine and PBS, you are middle class” (p. 8). Student affairs practitioners from
working class backgrounds must know how to navigate in both worlds. We may have
watched the game in our home growing up, but colleagues expect we know how to order
wine and to listen to National Public Radio, even if our families and loved ones are still
drinking beer and watching the game.
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Stories of low-income, first-generation, and/or working class students attending
institutions of higher education and “getting creamed” are common (Perruci & Wysong,
2008). “Creamed” refers to the experiences of those with the highest academic ability
from lower-income backgrounds, as teachers or counselors skim students from the top of
their group, inviting them to participate in higher education while leaving most family
and community members behind. Another symbolic meaning of being “creamed” is
beaten in a fight. Many of the students and faculty members from working class
backgrounds describe their experience of being plucked for higher education in ways that
emotionally beat them down, as though they lost a fight.
Several narratives exist about both students (Casey, 2005; Ostrove & Long, 2001;
Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007) and faculty members from working class
backgrounds (Benton, 2007; Dews & Law, 1995; Mahony & Zmroczek, 1997; Muzzatti
& Samarco, 2006). Among the earliest of the “working class academic” writings is Ryan
and Sackrey (1984), Strangers in Paradise. Other writers frequently reference this work,
but it represents only the male experience of academia, and the experience is different for
women (Wakeling, 2010). Most of the narratives in the Ryan and Sackrey text are from
men who joined university communities in the 1950s and 1960s after military service.
Many other texts regarding working class students and faculty repeat the themes from
this early text, particularly those themes related to alienation, isolation, and ambivalence
about “moving up.”
Overall (1998) identified several conflicts about moving up, one of which is a
double-bind: feeling guilty about having been the special one who was “smart enough to
escape the working class” while also feeling like an imposter and “a working class bull in
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the university china shop” (p. 119). Beyond just believing if you work hard enough, you
will move up the ladder, many women note others expect them to be grateful for having
moved up (Tokarczyk & Fay, 1993). Authors described how others comment on how
amazing it is they came from such humble beginnings, as if it were a magical feat and
had no negative consequences like insinuating what one has become is better than where
one came from (Adair & Dahlberg, 2003). Women described feeling admonished if they
dare protest that moving up is not all it is “cracked up to be.” Some women anticipated
others would treat them as though they were less significant, and others could describe
them as defensive or hypersensitive because of this anticipatory response. Taylor (2005)
described this defensiveness as a logical outcome, as individuals who experience
treatment from others suggesting their background makes them less significant will put
up a wall to protect themselves against future insults. Some women come to expect
others to think little of them, which may be an effective survival strategy but takes its toll
psychologically (Overall, 1998).
Many of the narratives from working class women in academia repeat these
insecurities about personal value and worth both within the academy and within their
home communities. The titles of many of these works reflect the conflicts inherent in a
so-called upwardly mobile academic: “…so far from home” (Dews & Law, 1995),
Limbo (Lubrano, 2004), From the Wrong Side of the Tracks (Muzzatti & Samarco, 2006),
Surviving in Dangerous Places (Reay, 1998), and Trespassing: My Sojourn in the Halls
of Privilege (Parker, 1997) are just a few examples of this notion of feeling like an
outsider both at the institutions in which faculty members work and in the families with
whom they live. Many scholars write about feeling invisible, ashamed of their
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background at work, and unable to speak of their newfound class privilege at home
(Baker, 2006; Miller & Kastberg, 1995; Welsch, 2005; Van Galen & Dempsey, 2009).
They frequently discuss a “straddler” experience of being between and never really inside
any single place (Lubrano, 2004). The price for moving up may be losing one’s family
when the same parents who wanted their child to make a better life are now accusing
them of acting above their station (Selman-Killingbeck, 2006). The working class
academic literature suggests one becomes an outsider at work as well as at home.
Others continuously reinforce the experience of being an outsider. Sue et al.
(2007) named these acts as microaggressions. While their research is about how White
people unconsciously let people of color know that they do not belong, many of the
themes are parallel to the working class academic narratives. For example, some
working class students will be more direct in their communication style, perhaps even
using coarse language. The use of such language is abrupt and inappropriate in academic
circles, even while working class students may view the more nuanced communication of
academia as disrespectful and passive (Lubrano, 2004).
Bernice Sandler (n.d.), one of the women active in the drafting and passage of
Title IX legislation to increase access to higher education for women, suggests that bias
happens through
…the small everyday inequities through which individuals are often
treated differently because of their gender, race, age, or other “outsider”
status. Taken by itself, a micro-inequity may have a miniscule effect, if it
has any at all, and is typically not noticed by the person it happens to or by
the person who asserts it. Yet when these behaviors occur again and
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again, and especially if they are not noticed or understood, they often have
a damaging cumulative effect, creating an environment that is indeed
chilly – an environment that dampens women’s self-esteem, confidence,
aspirations and their participation. (Sandler, n.d.)
The environmental microaggressions occur at an interpersonal level as noted
above, and at an institutional or systemic level (e.g., all buildings named after wealthy
White male alumni or donors – indicating this group is most capable and powerful).
These symbols do not just define the past; they also have an impact on the present.
“What we remember, what we stress as significant, and what we omit of our past defines
our present” (Lerner, 1997, p. 199). In another example, consider that most residence life
departments prioritize on-campus housing assignments based on when a student submits
a confirming deposit (typically $200-1000). Students who cannot afford to submit the
deposits until they receive their financial aid packages receive the last housing choices, if
any at all. Those who cannot afford college housing often experience alienation and
marginalization as commuter students and are further blamed for having a lesser
collegiate experience because they chose not to take advantage of opportunities (Barratt,
2005). Student affairs professionals rarely acknowledge barriers to an individual
student’s success as an institutional design flaw privileging students with the most access
to income. This “deficit ideology” locates the problem in the individual rather than
recognizing the barriers as embedded in institutional structures and, therefore, is a
common critique critical pedagogues articulate regarding schooling (Aronowitz, 2009).
One of the challenges regarding the study of class in higher education is the lack
of a common definition of class. However, as Alves (2006) noted, “Even if the definition
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of class evades us, the consequences certainly don’t” (p. B5). Whether defining class as
exclusively about income, or wealth, or more broadly, cultural capital and social capital,
being one of only a few can be very isolating. This is especially isolating for those who
know class identity is not just about what people own but also about who they are, what
they value, and how they speak. Much like privilege and oppression related to gender or
race, those who are not the “norm” fully understand themselves as gendered, racialized,
and classed beings while those who have more privilege may not even recognize the
ways in which those identities shape their experience (hooks, 2000b).
The working class academic narratives describe a variety of strategies to survive
an inhospitable climate full of microaggressions and means of letting working class
people know they do not quite belong. Some will choose to assimilate completely by
adopting the new cultures values and cutting themselves off from their home
communities. Many will not feel like they have much choice in the matter at all.
That was the price of the ticket. Poor students would be welcome at the
best institutions only if they were willing to surrender memory, to forget
the past and claim the assimilated present as the only worthwhile and
meaningful reality. Students from nonprivileged backgrounds who did not
want to forget often had nervous breakdowns. They could not bear the
weight of all the contradictions they had to confront. They were crushed.
More often than not they dropped out with no trace of their inner anguish
recorded, no institutional record of the myriad of ways their take on the
world was assaulted by an elite version of class and privilege. The records
merely indicated that even after receiving financial aid and other support,
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these students simply could not make it, simply were not good enough.
(hooks, 2000b, p. 36-37)
Those who do stay enrolled may choose to “pass” or wear a mask by adopting the
new culture’s values as a survival strategy, knowing their new identity is a false one.
Granfield (1991) studied working class students at elite law schools and found that they
experienced a class stigma that created identity problems. Most students learned to hide
their class background to manage their identity. In her study of people who pass,
Kroeger (2005) found passing tends to have a negative connotation implying a betrayal to
your identity of origin and the identity you are trying to adopt. Still, many people found
passing the only way to survive in hostile environments (Kroeger, 2005). Passing to try
out a new experience, as Ehrenreich (2002) did during her sojourn into working class, is
quite a different experience than passing as a permanent break from one’s family to
survive (Reid, 2007). In the case of student affairs professionals from working class
backgrounds, passing may be a middle ground between complete assimilation
accompanied by loss of one’s past and complete stagnation with an inability to move
between cultures. Passing at work means adopting a new language and values and
passing at home means minimizing accomplishments to protect your family’s dignity
(Welsch, 2005).
Hurst (2007) and Langhout, Rosselli, and Feinstein (2006) studied working class
college students and found the same conflicts and cultural differences, noting the ways in
which students experience systemic discrimination on the basis of class. Hurst (2007)
found students with a strong awareness of structural inequalities developed a “Loyalist”
strategy to retain their relationships to their home cultures. Loyalists were aware of the

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

25

expectation that they assimilate into middle class culture, but they resisted this
expectation by celebrating their working class heritage.
Although educationally successful themselves, they resist the siren call of
believing themselves somehow “special” and gifted, more intelligent and
thus more deserving of success than their families and communities.
Instead, they describe themselves as lucky, the few that the system
overlooked and who were let through. Along with this luck comes a
special responsibility to those who were not so fortunate. (Hurst, 2007, p.
100)
She found other students, particularly those with a less developed understanding
of how poverty is a structural and not just individual issue, were “Renegades” who
sought immersion in the middle class culture. These students were grateful for the
opportunity to live the American Dream, and often left behind their families in the
process. Renegades tended to reinforce the distance between themselves and their
families and their strategies to assimilate came at a great cost to themselves and their
families. Loyalists, on the other hand, tended to stay strongly connected to their families
and took responsibility for family members, though sometimes in a way that limited their
own individual growth.
In some ways, the loyalists engaged in “strategic essentialism” (Anglás-Grande,
2009). Sometimes, members of marginalized groups resist any form of assimilation in an
attempt to protect their identity. This may not always be productive as one may feed into
others’ stereotypes and diminish the diversity that exists within social groups. Still,
Anglás-Grande (2009) suggested that in order to retain legitimacy within their

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

26

communities, scholars of color have felt compelled to perform a “hyperauthentic” or
racialized self. In the academy, the same scholars of color have felt compelled to
perform a heightened professional identity, where “professional” is code for “White.”
Hurst (2007) found a similar element of performance exists for students from working
class backgrounds. They reported needing to change their language, dress, and values to
make it in school, but left everything behind when reconnecting with their families. They
perform “hyperauthentic” versions of their working class selves when in working class
spaces.
Only in her endnotes does Hurst identify a third response of working class
students to their college communities – that of the “double agent.” She describes the
person as one who has a “chameleon-like ability to freely move between cultures, and a
general resistance to making any choices that will impinge upon this freedom” (Hurst,
2007, p. 101). Double agents resist border crossing in order to retain legitimacy at home
at the same time they assert themselves in college.
Whether loyalist, renegade, or double agent, all students in her study remained
conflicted about their choices (Hurst, 2007). Zandy (1994) described the renegade
strategy as committing “class amnesia.” She warns against such behaviors as they can
chip away at one’s sense of identity as well as damage relationships within one’s
community. “A student’s decision to attend college may entail many social and
psychological changes. One of these is the risk of students being regarded with suspicion
or mistrust in their home cultures and of eventually being excluded from these”
(Brookfield, 1990, p. 153). Brookfield (1990) and Tierney (1999) have called this
cultural suicide.
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Status incongruity is the term coined by Sennett and Cobb in their 1972 work, The
Hidden Injuries of Class. They defined it as “the discontent as a result of upward
mobility from the social class of one’s origin to a higher social class” (p. 71). This
“outsider” experience, explored by Becker (1963), means that college students from
certain backgrounds feel out of place on campus as well as at home, as if “living on the
margin, not belonging to either of two distinct worlds” (VanderPutten, 2001, p. 16). This
is something familiar to many college populations such as students of color, women
students, or students with disabilities. Still, in most literature on college students,
working class backgrounds tend to receive less attention than these other facets of
identity (gender, race, and sexual orientation). According to Overall (1998), this may be
“because while (apparently) one’s sex, race, and sexual orientation remain more or less
intact upon entry into academia, working class people seem to leave their class behind in
order to succeed in the university” (p. 133).
The experience of being marginalized on college campuses may be parallel to
other underrepresented or marginalized groups in higher education (women or people of
color, for example), but less visible. Gaskins (1999) and Zimmerman and Geist-Martin
(2006) suggested that similar to many working class students, multiracial and genderqueer students may also be rendered invisible and assumed to be a part of the majority
group. However, once they make known their identity, they may not be considered
“enough” of either community. Like the bisexual who is too straight to be accepted by
the gay community, and too gay to be accepted by the heterosexual community, so are
multiracial people often torn between two (or more) communities. In this way, Whites
from working class backgrounds who struggle with status incongruity may benefit from
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learning more from writers of color about living in oppressive systems, such as
developing one’s sense of “double-consciousness” (DuBois, 1903), finding community
and not isolation in “border crossing” (Anzaldúa, 1987), or “threshold” (Keating, 1996)
or “hybrid” (Kuortti & Nyman, 2007) identities. Trinh Minh-ha (1997) further describes
the insider/outsider hybridity.
The moment the insider steps out from the inside, she's no longer a mere
insider. She necessarily looks in from the outside while also looking out
from the inside. Not quite the same, not quite the other, she stands in that
undetermined threshold place where she constantly drifts in and out.
Undercutting the inside/ outside opposition, her intervention is necessarily
that of both not quite an insider and not quite an outsider. She is, in other
words, this inappropriate 'other' or 'same' who moves about with always at
least two gestures: that of affirming 'I am like you' while persisting in her
difference and that of reminding 'I am different' while unsettling every
definition of otherness arrived at. (p. 418)
Class is one of but many identities possessed by individuals and groups – no more
or less important than other identities. Certainly, the experience of a person of color from
a working class background will be different from that of a White person from a working
class background. Student affairs practitioners from working class backgrounds have
different racial identities – some conferring more status than others. In addition, some
would argue that when Whites or heterosexuals pay attention to class, they are avoiding
issues of privilege related to their race or sexual orientation (Wakeling, 2010). While
White working class women may be keenly aware of their “outsider” status within the
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academy based on their gender and/or class background, it is crucial to note that this does
not take away the privileges that may be afforded them on the basis of their race, ability,
sexual orientation, religion, and nationality (Edwards, 2006).
Lerner (1997) described how race is gendered and gender is racialized, so that
these forms of oppression (in this case, sexism and racism) are inextricably linked – one
cannot fight one form without also fighting another. Lerner (1997) suggested although
there are differences between the experiences of (White) women and African-Americans,
both shared the experience of double-consciousness, of “being central yet defined as
marginal, essential and yet defined as ‘the Other,’ at the core of historical events and yet
left out of history” (p. 121). Trying to disentangle race and class seems nearly
impossible, as both co-create each other. Hill Collins (2008) utilized intersectionality to
understand mutually constructing systems of oppression. She believed the U.S. focus on
race relations reduces our ability to understand class, in fact creating an illusion of class
relations being less important or relevant than race or gender.
In their study of urban residents, Fine and Weis (1996) tried to isolate race as a
category by comparing groups from the same classes across race. They found the
“spread and depth of multigenerational poverty disproportionately affected families of
color” (Fine, Weis, Weseen, & Wong, 2000, p. 112-113). The intersections of class,
race, and gender are indeed complex, which some might use as a reason to avoid research
in these areas (Van Galen, 2004). However, all of these socially constructed identity
groups exist within the field of student affairs and warrant further study. Such studies
could explore how identities are constructed and experienced at both a structural level as
well as an interpersonal one.

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

30

The Student Affairs Profession
Authors of most working class narratives write from the point of view of students
or faculty members, but they are not the only ones who spend time in colleges and
universities. Student affairs professionals occupy another space on college campuses.
This young profession, populated by former college students who had meaningful college
experiences, tends to be White, middle to upper class, and female (Taub & McEwen,
2006). Since most positions require a minimum of a master’s degree, examining who is
earning undergraduate degrees is the first step in identifying who can enter the field.
About 12 percent of students from the lowest quarter of the social and economic strata in
the United States complete a Bachelor's degree but 73 percent of students from higher
income families earn a Bachelor's degree (Sacks, 2007). Clearly, there is not a level
playing field in terms of who is completing undergraduate degrees, which has an impact
on who can go on to work in student affairs.
Astin (1997) found students’ socioeconomic status (SES) is strongly related to
virtually every measure of student satisfaction at college and SES had the strongest effect
on degree completion. Simply stated, students from low-income backgrounds are less
likely to get through the undergraduate experience that is required prior to joining the
field of student affairs. No data exists about how many people from low-income
backgrounds enroll in student affairs preparation programs. However, one can see trends
with regard to racial/ethnic and gender diversity in student affairs graduate preparation
program enrollments.
In 1989, no more than five percent of the students in student affairs graduate
preparation programs were African American, Asian American, or Latino/Hispanic (Task
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Force on Professional Preparation and Practice, 1989). Sagaria and Johnsrud (1991)
compared the percentage of racial and ethnic minority groups in the general population
(21%), among undergraduate students (17%), and student affairs administrators (10%).
Ten years later, students of color attained 34% of all undergraduate degrees, but
represented less than 15% of those entering graduate programs in college student
personnel work, which is the most common path into the field of student affairs
(Turrentin & Conley, 2001). The overall population of the U.S. and undergraduates is
becoming more diverse in terms of race/ethnicity more quickly than the face of the
student affairs profession. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in
2006-2007 women were earning 66% of all masters degrees, but over 80% of those
earning counseling and college student personnel degrees were women. Again, student
affairs is a profession dominated by White women and we tend to be recruited into the
field by existing student affairs professionals and through involvement in co-curricular
activities as undergraduate students (Taub & McEwen, 2006). Taub and McEwen (2006)
encouraged practitioners to consider carefully how we limit the growth of diverse
professionals by pulling from a small group of undergraduate student leaders, those who
can afford to take on unpaid or underpaid leadership roles in traditional college settings.
The student affairs profession includes functional areas as varied as residence life,
campus activities, student orientation, student judicial services, and enrollment services.
As a field, it has a long-standing commitment to diverse and inclusive learning
environments (Komives & Woodard, 2003). Two international associations lead this
field, ACPA – College Student Educators International (formerly American College
Personnel Association) and NASPA – Student Affairs Administrators in Higher
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Education (formerly National Association of Student Personnel Administrators). Both
associations have ethical guidelines that emphasize demonstrating respect for all people
and opposing intolerance or discrimination of any kind (ACPA, 2006; NASPA, n.d.).
Most graduate programs in student affairs will include in depth study of various
student development theories, from Sanford’s “challenge/support” model to Chickering’s
“seven vectors of identity development” (Evans, Forney, Guido-DiBrito, Patton, & Renn,
2010). The original student development theorists based their research on studies of
White, middle class men, and the results present one group as normative. Much of the
original student development theory was singular (i.e., racial identity development,
gender identity development, sexual orientation identity development). Few theories
focused on class identity and even fewer recognized the interlocking nature of identities
or the systems that construct and maintain them.
Pope, Mueller, and Reynolds (2009) examined literature related to diversity
research for the past 50 years in student affairs and found the field initially defined
diversity almost exclusively in terms of two binaries: gender (male/female) and race
(White/Black). Research in student affairs tends to come from a positivist standpoint and
reflects a particular worldview presented as neutral and universal, but in fact comes from
a White, middle class perspective (Guido, Chávez, & Lincoln, 2010). Although
contemporary researchers are generating more scholarship on formerly ignored
populations, the field has developed on narrow definitions of diversity.
When “difference” is studied, it is often through following the life of a young
person who overcame the odds – again focusing our attention on the individual successes
rather than the institutional and structural inequalities. A text commonly used in graduate
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preparation programs is A Hope in the Unseen, in which Suskind (1998) follows a young
African-American man, Cedric Jennings, on his journey from a low-income community
to Brown University. Ten years later, Jennings described his ambivalence in an
interview,
When you get on that plane, or train, at the end of the summer and leave
home, you won't ever really be able to go back…but you may find you're
never really fully accepted up ahead, either, that you've landed between
worlds. That's the way I feel sometimes, even now, and it can make you
angry. (Oppenheim, 2008, p. C1)
Rather than seeing “difference” in all its complexity, many graduate preparation
programs reduce diversity to stories of heroes that make the “pull yourself up by your
bootstraps” mythology true, rather than looking at narratives of the many folks who did
not make it or even critically examine what it means to “make it.” The American
“bootstrap” ideology blames the poor for their own condition, as after all, according to
the myth, the American “dream” is available to anyone who works hard enough (Perruci
& Wysong, 2008).
Wise (2009) described this phenomenon as enlightened exceptionalism. People
celebrate the exceptions – those few who made it, despite their background – as a way of
proving the rule (e.g., Barack Obama was elected President of the United States,
therefore racism is over, and the U.S. is now in a post-racial society). Exceptionalism is a
way of collectively forgetting that for every person who does “make it,” most people do
not. However, some newer texts are encouraging a more critical stance towards earlier
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student development theories (Patton, McEwen, Rendón, & Howard-Hamilton, 2007;
Pope, Reynolds, & Mueller, 2004).
Too often professionals perpetuate the status quo, or one group's
construction of what is “normal,” without having looked more deeply at
the role of race. Consistently ignoring race and its systemic complexities
further disadvantages students of color. When professionals recognize the
complicity of their actions in maintaining campus environments that
oppress nondominant populations, they can move toward realizing the
goals of social justice. (Patton, McEwen, Rendón, & Howard-Hamilton,
2007, p. 49)
Student development theories are evolving. There are theories about how
students develop cognitively, morally, ethically, and socially (Evans, Forney, & GuidoDiBrito, 2009). Identity development researchers have gone beyond the universal student
to be more precise in relation to one’s racial, gender, faith, or sexual orientation identity
growth. Atkinson, Morten, and Sue (1989), for example, formulated the cultural identity
development model, in which individuals from “minority” groups develop a sense of
themselves as cultural beings.
This stage theory is similar to many other identity development theories, in which
an individual moves from being relatively unaware of their identity to being more aware
and integrated. In their cultural identity development model, Atkinson, Morten, and Sue
(1989) posited that individuals begin in conformity, adopting the dominant culture’s
beliefs and customs as normal and correct, and having disdain for anything different.
They move to dissonance once they realize not everyone receives equal treatment. Then,
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they may resist dominant culture and immerse themselves fully in their minority culture.
Realizing they can typically not isolate themselves in a single culture, they may move to
an introspective stage where they can see positives and negatives about all cultures.
Finally, they may reach a stage of integrative awareness, fully confident in their identity
and how that has an impact on how they interact with others from either the dominant
culture or their own culture.
Researchers developed various types of stage theories for many other facets of
social identity, from race to sexual orientation to faith. The problem, though, is that none
of us exists as a single identity; humans are always holding multiple identities at the same
time. Newer student development theories acknowledge these intersections. Jones and
McEwen (2000) advanced a conceptual model of multiple dimensions of identity
(MMDI). This was among the first student development theories to articulate the ways in
which social identities intersect and are always in motion. They suggested that each
individual has a core sense of self, much like the nucleus of an atom. In addition,
individuals have intersecting circles of other dimensions of their identity, much like
electrons circling around the nucleus of an atom. Those electrons, such as one’s racial
identity, sexual identity, gender identity, etc., may be closer to one’s core depending on
how salient the identity has been in one’s life. For example, a White woman who
identifies as a lesbian may find her sexual identity is closer to her core than her racial
identity. This is because her sexual identity places her in a minority group or
disadvantaged social position, while her racial identity places her in a dominant group or
advantaged social position. It is easier to notice those facets of our identity that bring us
disadvantage rather than those that bring us unearned privilege.
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In 2007, Abes, Jones, and McEwen updated the model to include meaningmaking as another element of one’s identity. In addition to the visual of the atom, with a
core nucleus and surrounding social group identity electrons, they added a filter of
context, through which one comes to understand oneself in relation to others. Contextual
influences could include people (peers, family), sociopolitical conditions (such as the
recent “occupy wall street” movements), stereotypes transmitted through social
institutions, etc. These shape how one understands oneself, and may mean that what was
an electron (say, one’s sexual identity) actually becomes a part of one’s core (because it
is always present…not moving in and out of focus). The evolution of student
development theory is promising in terms of its potential for generating greater
understanding of students’ identity development around issues of class, which researchers
ignored in the earliest writings about students (Patton, McEwen, Rendón, & HowardHamilton, 2007).
In sum, the topical literature tells us education is a classed experience, particularly
for students and faculty members. Higher education produces ambivalence as individuals
move between classed communities. People make different choices to survive those
moves, from complete assimilation to hyper-authentic class performances. Additionally,
while student affairs emerged as a profession committed to values of justice and
inclusion, the field has yet to realize that potential addressing matters of class. Emerging
student development theories hold potential for deeper exploration of class, and in
particular, how class intersects with other forms of identity. Still, student affairs
professionals remain largely under-prepared to explore the class backgrounds of the
students they serve, to develop their own class consciousness, and to critically examine
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the ways in which the institutions for which they work participate in actually reinforcing
class differences rather than transforming them. Analytic literature will further refine the
definitions of class and education using conflict theory and critical pedagogy, as well as
provide some context for the professionalization and feminization of student affairs.

Analytic Literature
Expanded Definition of Class from Critical Theory Literature
Class is a complex construct. The fact that we do not have common definitions of
class prevents us from using it as an analytical tool (Van Galen, 2004). Critical theory
helps inform this study as it illuminates the complexities of class from many angles.
From Marx (1848), we learn that class is ultimately about one’s relationship to a society’s
means of production. In developing his understanding of capitalism, he argued the
primary relationship in society is between the working class/proletariat versus the owning
class/bourgeoisie. Each class is economic, but also “defined by a crucial kind of social
relationship that ties together the material, ideological, and political sides of society”
(Collins, 1994, p. 62). In other words, class is not just about what individuals do for a
living; it is also about who they are, where they see themselves within their broader
community, how they relate to others in society and how others relate to them. Class
functions and is reproduced through social institutions, including higher education.
Higher education, particularly at the most elite level, has been so focused
on race and ethnicity that it has lost sight, or perhaps rarely even
acknowledged, that they have become homogenous along class lines. The
data powerfully show that American higher education is highly stratified
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along class lines and has been getting more segmented in recent years.
(Sacks, 2007a, para 9)
In other words, higher education is primarily preparing students from middle and
upper class backgrounds for professional careers. Marx (1848) might argue this is by
design. The fact that students from lower income backgrounds do not have equal access
to higher education is not by accident, and the fact that those that do enroll often start in
community and technical colleges is not a coincidence. Variations in enrollment patters
happen by design, precisely so those in the bourgeoisie maintain their power and those in
the proletariat remain there. According to Marx (1848), schools and other state agencies
function to serve the interests of the ruling class, all the while acting as though they are
neutral institutions.
Class may be about the access you have to resources, but Weber expands on
Marx’s definition to demonstrate how status and party layer on top of access in a way that
legitimizes more privileged groups (Collins, 1994). If class is about the economics of a
group, status is about the culture or community of a group. “Any successful, dominant
class must become organized as a status group” (Collins, 1994, p. 88). Further, becoming
organized through ideology and culture is necessary for any group to be more than a
loosely affiliated group with the same economic background. When those in higher
economic groups listen to classical music and go to the theater, they are turning economic
capital into cultural capital. Those in higher economic backgrounds define for the whole
of society what it means to be cultured or civilized. This also makes other forms of art,
for example, less cultured or civilized. Put simply, a dominant economic group can use
status to differentiate themselves, all the while making it seem normal and neutral and
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hiding the fact that this reinforces their economic position on the market. When this
happens, people assume that those at the top belong there because of their wonderful
intellect or taste or culture, without ever questioning how that particular knowledge or
taste or culture became to be seen as the best (Collins, 1994).
Bourdieu (1984) understood class as replicated through three forms of capital:
social, economic, and cultural. Each form of capital is regenerative – the more you have,
the more you produce. In addition to whatever economic capital you may possess
(through owning land or inheriting estates, for example), you also have access to social
capital (networks of people) and cultural capital (knowledge of all things deemed
important by the ruling class). Barrett (2005) added another form of capital to this list:
academic capital. He describes it as the knowledge required for academic attainment
(study skills, social skills to develop relationships with faculty, and knowledge of reading
and writing skills).
Individuals inherit these forms of capital from one’s family, and social institutions
such as schools, colleges, and universities reproduce capital (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1990). In his 1990 preface to the reprinting of the 1977 version of this text, Bourdieu
summarizes their research:
[This book] sought to propose a model of the social mediations and
processes which tend, behind the backs of the agents engaged in the
school system – teachers, students, and their parents – and often against
their will, to ensure the transmission of cultural capital across generations
and to stamp pre-existing differences in inherited cultural capital with a
meritocratic seal of academic consecration by virtue of the special
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symbolic potency of the title (credential). (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, p.
ix)
Cultural “habits and dispositions” inherited from the family are important to
success in school (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Cultural capital relates to the notion of
“hidden curriculum” (Apple, 2004) that is, the language, rules and habits that are rarely
articulated but commonly expected of students. Middle class students know the hidden
curriculum of how things work in a particular school setting, but that curriculum remains
unknown to working class students.
Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) outlined a complex theory of how social
institutions reproduce inequitable class structures through the transmission of cultural
capital. Cultural capital includes knowledge of academic standards, linguistics
competence, specific attitudes/beliefs, and even “tastes” (Bourdieu, 1984). Bourdieu
(1986) distinguished between various forms of cultural capital: embodied (one’s culture,
or traditions), objectified (what one owns), and institutionalized (tastes, norms, or values
within schools). Individuals acquire capital through their family and/or through
schooling. It is more difficult to acquire capital exclusively through schooling, as schools
tend to reinforce and reward the capital one may bring with them from their family of
origin (Winkle-Wagner, 2010). In other words, if you have embodied capital reflecting
the middle and upper class, you already have the upper hand in acquiring institutionalized
capital. If your embodied capital does not match institutionalized capital, you may
experience internal conflicts.
Narratives by working class students and faculty (Sullivan, 2003) demonstrate
how institutions of higher education are classed spaces that demand conformity to middle
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class culture. Many write about the experience of “surrendering memory” (hooks,
2000b) – of hearing, directly and indirectly, that where they came from is less significant
than where they are going. Stories about feeling excluded, marginalized and alienated,
feeling like the only options are dropping out or assimilating to a middle class life are
common (Kincheloe, 2007). Neither of these choices is appealing because on the one
hand, their families may see higher education as a ticket to a better career, but on the
other hand, they also do not want their children to get “too big for their britches” or forget
where they came from.
Aronowitz (2009) acknowledged that working class students’ success in school is
close to committing an act of betrayal to their peer group. Those who are “lifted up”
through higher education experience life on the edge of a razor; as they succeed, they
become complicit in the meta-narrative that says their family’s background is not good
enough. However, if they fail, they prove they do not belong in higher education (Reay,
1997). All of these stories are personal expressions of the inequitable social structures
identified within critical pedagogy texts.
Because schooling in the United States is predominantly shaped by White,
middle- and upper class values, a child from an upper class family is more
likely to have cultural understandings and characteristics consistent with a
university's culture than a child from a lower- or working class
background. In this way, cultural capital theorists argue that educational
institutions reproduce existing power relations by giving cultural
advantages to students from middle- and upper class backgrounds.
(Maldonaldo, Rhoads, & Buenavista, 2005, p. 609-610)
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Aronowitz (2009) also identified cultural capital as a part of the schooling system
in the U.S. He was critical of existing “standards” movements because they assume all
students come to school with the same level of cultural capital. Then, when some kids
fail, many perceive that it as a personal failure or some “genetic deficit” rather than the
logical outcome of current school policies. Thus, the experience of being “schooled”
versus “educated” continues to reinforce class inequities rather than transform them.
Current schooling practices allow people to view unequal academic outcomes as the
result of individual choices rather than the result of institutions that, by design and by
function, perpetuate inequities (Van Galen & Noblit, 2007).
Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) explained how schools replicate social inequities
through their theory of reproduction. Simply stated, “one’s habitus (system of
dispositions) times cultural capital (tastes, preferences, norms) plus the field in which one
is a part (school or family, for example) is equal to the actions or practice that one
exhibits in a particular lifestyle” (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 16). Thus, those born into
middle or upper classes will find their dispositions or ways of interpreting or meaningmaking (habitus), tastes and norms (cultural capital), which they acquired through their
family of origin, will match the tastes and norms of a formal school (field). In addition,
they will likely have access to social capital or networks that will continue to reinforce
that cultural capital, further opening doors for them (Winkle-Wagner, 2010). Because
habitus functions below the level of consciousness, individuals are rarely aware of their
privilege. As former football coach Barry Switzer has said, “Some people are born on
third base and go through life thinking they hit a triple” (as cited by Shatel, 1986). Those
in middle and upper classes may think they begin life at the same starting line as
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everyone else, but in reality, their cultural capital has them starting many yards ahead of
the working class or poor.
Another way of understanding the theory of reproduction is by using a metaphor
of a card game. If cultural capital refers to the cards one is dealt, and the field represents
the game itself, then habitus would be the approach one takes in playing the game.
Habitus is about how a person walks and talks. It appears as natural and neutral, but can
be borne out of and reinforced by an individual’s material state (Winkle-Wagner, 2010).
Habitus functions both as a way of classifying and being classified. For example, adults
may consider some behaviors appropriate in a particular school setting, while considering
other behaviors inappropriate or distasteful. In preparatory schools (a particular field),
filled with kids from higher income backgrounds, creative thinking is rewarded. In lower
income schools, teachers or administrators may interpret creative thinking as acting out
or not following the rules (Kozol, 2005). In different settings or fields, those with
authority reward and punish different behaviors, and those behaviors are manifestations
of one’s class and habitus.
Lincoln (1989) explains how individuals use taxonomies to classify different
settings or fields. Taxonomies are not simply ways to sort structures; they assign values.
For the purpose of this study, we can see how upper classes have an advantage or positive
value (+), while lower classes have a disadvantage or lesser value (-) in many school
settings. But schools themselves are also classified. In higher education, we might see
how different institutions hold different values, with selective, non-profit, four-year
institutions having the most prestige, and open enrollment, for-profit, two-year
institutions having lower prestige (at least among those in the upper and middle classes,
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who would say they are less valuable—even while and perhaps because lower income
students are enrolling in for-profit two-year schools at higher rates than any other
institutional type).

1.

All
+
Four-year Two-year

Type

2. Selectivity
(enrollment)
3. Non/For-profit

+
Selective
+
Non For

+
Open Selective Open
+
- +
- +
Non For Non For Non For

Figure 2.1: Taxonomy of higher education system in the U.S.

In the taxonomy above, you can see that the four-year, selective, non-profit
institutions have the highest level of prestige, while the two-year, open enrollment, and
for-profit institutions have lower levels of prestige. While all institutions are part of the
larger system of higher education, each represents a different field. Each field transmits a
different form of capital, and rewards or punishes a different habitus. In the most
selective institutions, both individuals and policies/practices affirm the cultural capital
related to highbrow culture, reflected in the liberal arts. In the least selective institutions,
the cultural capital affirmed relates to lowbrow culture, reflected in the manual labor
trades taught in these schools. If students only select to enroll in the schools most closely
aligned with the values and beliefs of their home and class of origin, the replication of
social inequities is practically guaranteed (Winkle-Wagner, 2010).
However, some lower class students choose to enroll in higher class institutions
(Bastedo & Jaquette, 2011). When that happens, those who are in lower classes may
experience what Bourdieu (1984) calls symbolic violence. Symbolic violence refers to
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the ways in which a dominated group may come to accept their lower status in what
appears to be choice, but what actually is carefully constructed. Symbolic violence
relates to concepts of false consciousness (Freire), mystification (Marx), colonized mind
(Memmi), or hegemony (Gramsci) in that it explains how oppressed people can come to
accept their place in society through what appears to be neutral but is not. WinkleWagner (2010) explained it as follows:
Those in classes that required manual labor desire fattier food that would
be necessary to fuel their bodies for physical labor, for example. Even if
some of the people in this class achieve upward economic mobility and no
longer do manual labor, often they will still crave this fattier, cheaper
food. Or those in the middle class may develop a “preference” for saving
money, acting humbly (not too ostentatious, not too outspoken, for
example), or working hard (if one works hard, one can do better in
society) so that even if they begin to make more money, their preferences
will keep them associated with those in the middle class, simultaneously
perpetuating the social order. (p. 15)
Therefore, even if working class individuals acquire more cultural capital through
formal education, they may still repeat behaviors acquired through their family of origin
that function to keep them in their place. If pedagogy is a process of inculcation, lasting
long enough to produce durable training (aka habitus), then one can see how all
pedagogic action is objectively symbolic violence insofar as it is about resocializing
individuals and correcting them. If the function of the school is to wipe out any traces of
habitus of origin, it is a form of symbolic violence.
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In sum, class is about more than just economic standing. It includes the cultural
capital we possess, the access we have to resources such as the “hidden curriculum,” and
the language, values, and culture we inherit or learn through formal schooling. Class
markers include educational attainment, wealth and income, and occupational
status/prestige, but are not limited to these factors. To understand class more completely,
it is important to examine economic, cultural, social, and academic capital, how social
institutions such as schools reproduce each form of capital, how fields and habitus
function to replicate class distinctions, and how individuals negotiate and respond to
those forces of reproduction and production (Weiler, 2009).
Feminization of the Field and Intersections of Class and Gender
Whether student affairs is really a profession is still a matter of debate. Faculty
used to perform many of the duties now associated with student affairs professionals,
from managing dormitories to counseling students to maintaining enrollment records. As
faculty labor became increasingly specialized, they focused their attention on the
important and intellectual tasks of teaching and research, which left women to do the
secretarial work and counseling work. Student affairs professionals continue to operate
underneath the faculty in the university organizational culture (Rosser & Minoru Javinar,
2009).
Early in the history of the field, college leaders created deans of
men/women/students positions so faculty members were no longer responsible for the
administration of student services. The earliest of student affairs positions took care of
the duties that faculty found least engaging – from record keeping to counseling students
(Komives & Woodard, 2003). Student affairs developed as a pink-collar profession, and
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as such, has been devalued both because of the gendered nature of the work and because
of the lesser degrees required to be a professional.
Much like nurses relative to doctors in hospital settings, teachers relative to
principals, flight attendants relative to pilots, or waitresses relative to cooks, student
affairs practitioners are the feminine “caring” professionals who ensure the college
functions smoothly. Skeggs (1997) found women gain a benefit (the label of
respectability) if they invest in the ethic of care. She interviewed women from working
class backgrounds and found that part of the way their class informed their gender was by
having a stronger need than their upper class counterparts have to invest in this ethic of
care. Caring, then, was a commodity. The working class needed it to gain respectability,
while the upper class seemed less invested in it. Hochschild (1983) labeled this
commodification of emotion as emotional labor. This emotional labor is found in
feminized fields of flight attendants (Hochschild, 1983), waitresses (Foff-Paules, 1991),
and domestic workers (England, 2005). It is not a leap to suggest the same could be true
in student affairs, with its emphasis on caring by serving students’ emotional needs, and
sometimes, the emotional needs of faculty, administrators, or students’ family members.
This work of clerical and caring functions is most frequently associated with
women, which ends up being a reason to devalue the work (Bryson, 1999). The large
numbers of women in student affairs has resulted in the “feminization” of the profession
(Hughes, 1989), which results in lower status and lower pay. This makes student affairs
an overall less desirable career option (Hamrick & Carlisle, 1990). Although women are
the strong majority of professionals, they still experience inequities in compensation and
retention (Blackhurst, 2000).
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Women’s concentration in low-waged, low-status jobs is not an accident,
or the result of individual acts of discrimination, or of women’s lack of
qualifications or ability. Rather, it reflects the structured inequalities of a
system in which men’s values and priorities are systematically privileged
over women’s, and in which women’s disadvantaged workplace situation
helps maintain patriarchy in the home. (Bryson, 1999, p. 141)
This division of labor into the important work (the curriculum, controlled by
faculty) and the less significant work (co-curricular programs, activities and services,
largely operated by student affairs staff) continues today. Krebs (2003) noted a facultystaff divide on many campuses, whereby faculty represent a higher-class of employees
because they are more likely to control their working hours, demand a higher wage, and
receive a greater status and more power in decision-making. While faculty may see
themselves as at the whims of administrators, trustees, or grant agencies, they remain
largely unaware of the privileges afforded them that are not part of the typical student
affairs professional’s experience (Krebs, 2003).
Smith (1987) argued a gendered division of labor is pervasive in modern society,
meaning that gender and class intersect in complex ways. She argued that institutions
systemically silence and exclude women – sometimes through active repression but often
as the product of organizational process. Smith used education as a classic example,
noting how women are underrepresented in education in terms of positions of power and
authority (measured by enrollment at various levels of education, concentration in low
status fields, and lack of representation in positions that require policy-making or
innovation).
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Taking it a step further, Weiler (2009) suggested liberal feminist critiques of
education may document gender bias, but they often fail to recognize the relationship
between gender and class, placing schools in their wider social and economic context.
She argued capitalism and patriarchy are not just related, but mutually reinforcing, so any
feminist analysis of schooling needs to explore the relationship between women’s
schooling and women’s work. This research aims to examine precisely that – the
relationship between gender and class in the context of student affairs in higher
education.
Hill Collins’ (2008) described a black feminist epistemology that explicitly
explores various forms of power relations. She identifies four domains of power:
structural (how social institutions, like colleges/universities, are organized), cultural
(ideologies used to explain or justify…or perhaps even challenge…existing social
relationships), disciplinary (organizational practices that shape behaviors), and
interpersonal (individual, every day experiences). Black feminist thought and critical
pedagogy, both of which understand that the structures and institutions we inhabit shape
our individual experiences, inform my research. In the design and analysis, I attend to
both structural and interpersonal factors that shape and influence women’s classed
experiences.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Harding (1987) explained that methodology is where philosophy and method
meet. In other words, how we understand the world will inform how we gather and
analyze information. Critical and feminist theories, which investigate phenomena at both
a macro and a micro level, have been a source of inspiration and information in my work.
A goal of these theories is to articulate both what individuals experience and how those
experiences are embedded in social structures like institutions of education. For example,
Fine (1994) warns against writing about a mass as if they were separate from the context
of their oppression, as it reproduces “othering” – extracting people from their “scenes of
exploitation, social relationships, and meaningful communities” (p. 79). Pope, Mueller,
and Reynolds (2009) encouraged qualitative multicultural research within the student
affairs field, suggesting that it has the capacity to impact both the researcher and the
participants in a way that allows both parties to address oppression outside of the research
study.
Feminist and critical theories shift points of view from a majority perspective to
the (formerly) marginalized (Sprague, 2005; hooks, 2000a). When researchers pay little
attention to a group – like women in student affairs from working class backgrounds – it
reifies their status as “other” or the “ones who need explaining” (Pope, Mueller, &
Reynolds, 2009, p. 643). Focusing on the margins and marginality in research processes
is important to broadening the scope of understanding, but researchers must also guard
against defining the margins only in relation to the majority.
To provide a working definition of the margins by the boundaries of
dominant culture is to define those in the margins as not something.
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Marginality becomes defined as the not-normal, the not-mainstream, the
not-center; invoking a deficit model upon those people, ideas and so on
that are marginalized while reaffirming the normalcy of the center.
(Winkle-Wagner, Hunter, & Hinderliter Ortloff, 2009, p. 3)
Despite these risks, researchers should still pay attention to the experiences of
those at the margins in any setting, as those very experiences shed light on issues of
power in ways that attending to those in the mainstream cannot. Critical and feminist
theories interrogate practices to uncover power, ideology, and hegemony – those things
that maintain rather than transform asymmetrical power relations in a society (Marshall &
Rossman, 2006). Feminist theories also problematize women’s diverse experiences and
the institutions that frame those situations (Creswell, 2007).
Still, critical and feminist researchers do not always attain their aspirational goals
of revealing unequal power. Fine (1994) wrote that class has lost ground as a salient
social variable, and feminist researchers focus on race and gender more than class. This
is because some researchers say that class has lost its meaning (Van Galen, 2004).
Taylor (2010) argued class is still relevant and qualitative researchers should “hear lived
experience as a challenge to renditions of classlessness, rather than just as personalised
assertion alone” (p. 2).
Qualitative researchers acknowledge that men might speak only cautiously
on behalf of women, that straight people might speak only cautiously on
behalf of gays and lesbians, and that whites do well to speak only
cautiously of the lives of people of color. We seem curiously untroubled,
however, that theoretical and empirical work on the educational ‘needs’ of
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poor and working class children is done almost entirely by middle class
scholars, who often write as if they work outside of, rather than within a
class system. (Van Galen, 2004, p. 668)
Van Galen (2004) did not suggest people could not conduct research on
populations to which they do not belong, only that researchers should be cognizant of
how their background has an impact on the way in which they interpret data.
Critical and feminist theories encourage an interrogation of our own lenses,
understanding that the neutral researcher is non-existent – we all bring our backgrounds
with us. Apple (2009) insisted the process of becoming a critical educational scholar, as
one is always becoming, never fully arrived, “requires a searching critical examination of
one’s own structural relation, one’s own overt and tacit political commitments, and one’s
one embodied actions” (p. 33). Fine, Weis, Weseen, and Wong (2000) articulated the
tension as a dilemma between being detached and neutral (which they say is impossible
at best, silencing and colonizing at worst), or self-absorbed and unable to hear
experiences that do not match our own. They encouraged researchers to find a way to tell
the “big story” as well as the particular stories and to do so in a way that does not
romanticize, essentialize, or refuse to see counterhegemonic possibility. In this case, I
hope to describe the big story, sharing what the participants might have experienced in
common, as well as the specific details that make each of their experiences unique. My
research therefore, explores the “generic and particularistic” questions, teasing out the big
story as well as individual experiences (Maxwell, 2005).
Qualitative methods are a most appropriate match for a feminist and critical
epistemology because qualitative research allows the researcher to understand
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experiences from the participants’ own frame of reference. Bogdan and Biklen (2007)
indicate that qualitative research influenced by critical theory examines issues of
reproduction (how schools “sort, select, favor, disenfranchise, silence or privilege” (p.
23) particular groups) and issues of production (how people negotiate those reproductive
institutions, through any combination of agency, resistance, acceptance, etc.). Qualitative
research is an appropriate approach when the goal is to understand meaning, context, and
process (Maxwell, 2005). Qualitative researchers explore an individual’s experience in
the context of the system of relations to which it belongs (Becker, 1998).
However, there are risks involved with qualitative work. On the one hand, there
are examples of qualitative work that romanticize the victimized/damaged, robbing them
of agency. I worry some of the working class academic literature might fit into this
category, only documenting the negative experiences without offering any hope for
change. On the other hand, there is a risk of reinforcing an image of the oppressed as
resilient and strong, suggesting the social structures do not need to change because the
subjects can withstand the oppression. I am concerned narratives taught in student affairs
preparation programs about those who overcame their circumstances fit in this category,
which reinforces the notion that anyone can get ahead with enough hard work so those
that do not get ahead are responsible for their own circumstances. The goal for the
critical feminist researcher is to avoid these binaries of victim/survivor and find what is
“happening between” (Fine, Weis, Weseen, & Wong, 2000).
In order to uncover the richness of experiences, qualitative feminist researchers
must listen carefully to women’s experiences. To do so is not as easy as it might seem,
because historically researchers of all genders have trivialized women’s speech and
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language itself reflects a male experience (Devault, 1990). For example, in traditional
intensive interviewing, a researcher would explore past and present experiences, joining
them for the ‘essential’ experience (Seidman, 1998). To understand experiences from
women’s standpoint more completely, the feminist researcher must listen around and
beyond words during interviews (Devault, 1990). Smith (1987) also encouraged feminist
sociologists to explore how women’s everyday worlds are “put together in relations that
are not wholly discoverable within the everyday world” (p. 47). She suggested
researchers begin their inquiry from the standpoint of women in their everyday world;
“…taking women’s standpoint and beginning in experience gives access to a knowledge
of what is tacit, known in the doing, and often not yet discursively appropriated (and
often seen as uninteresting, unimportant, and routine)” (Smith, 1997, p. 395.). My
research employs women’s standpoint theory by investigating the lives of women
through their own voices and in their everyday experiences.
Informed by critical and feminist theories, I have chosen grounded theory as my
methodology for this study. Glaser and Strauss (1967) developed grounded theory as a
way of generating theory from data. Instead of starting with a hypothesis, the researcher
collects data, generates codes from the data, organizes those codes into concepts, and
then forms a new theory as having arisen from the data. This process is different from
most positivistic research, which begins with a hypothesis and finds data to support or
reject it. Despite the differences with traditional research, grounded theory is a legitimate
form of research – rigorous in its collection and analysis of data.
The basic research question in grounded theory is “what’s happening here?”
(Charmaz, 2006). A researcher seeks to investigate this question from the standpoint of
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the participant. How do participants describe their experiences? How do they negotiate
challenges? What does that look like from both a social and psychological frame?
Because there is little existing theory to draw from in terms of the experiences of female
student affairs professionals from working class backgrounds, it makes sense to adopt
grounded theory to generate the theory from the data itself. Also, grounded theory allows
for collection of multiple data points – from interviews to site observations, from elicited
texts (which involve participants in writing the data) to extant texts (pre-existing records
such as mission statements or professional organization competency lists) (Charmaz,
2006).

Selection of Participants
White women from working class backgrounds who are working in student affairs
settings in higher education are the focus of my study. I am focusing on this population
for several reasons. First, White women represent the majority of student affairs
practitioners. I am interested in how people perceived to be in the majority as White
women may experience having a class background less represented in the field. Second,
researchers often study class issues in higher education through the experiences of
students of color. While racism in the United States makes it more likely for persons of
color to historically have less access to wealth and income, only studying class from the
perspective of students of color also perpetuates a stereotype that all persons of color in
higher education come from “scholarship” backgrounds, and all White people are middle
class. Although researchers use the voices of students of color to tell the story of class in
higher education from a student perspective, most literature on working class academics
is written by White faculty members who do not frequently raise the issue of race.
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I wanted to design a study focused on class, remaining very conscious of the
intersections of identity in terms of race, class, and gender – especially when a person has
membership in both dominant and subordinate social groups. In other words, in my study
I wanted to investigate how White women experience class through their gender (female)
and through their race (White). For example, being White may afford study participants
the privilege of moving about in higher education differently than their colleagues of
color. Often, students, faculty, and staff assume that White women in higher education
are from a middle or upper class origin until they reveal otherwise. This is very different
for colleagues of color, as race and class intersect in a way that makes some individuals
assume that colleagues of color do not come from a middle or upper class origin.
Further, social mobility is easier to achieve for White families in the U.S. than for
families of color (Wilkerson, 2005). When exploring class through “Whiteness,” I do not
mean to imply a misplaced concreteness with a White race – that is, being White means
the same thing to all people all of the time. However, I do believe “Whiteness” in the
United States is both a social construct as well as a real lived experience with real lived
implications. I also believe coming from a working class background does not eliminate
the privilege one has due to their race, but it may have an impact on one’s overall
experience in higher education settings in general and in student affairs settings in
particular.
As some of these demographic characteristics do not have universal definitions, I
made sure to define them to the best of my ability when recruiting participants. I defined
“student affairs professional” as one who has earned a master’s degree in college student
personnel work and/or has a bachelor’s degree and has worked full-time for at least five
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years in a student affairs division within a U.S. college/university. Different institutional
types value different credentials when employing student affairs professionals. More
“prestigious” institutions – such as selective private liberal arts schools, Research I
schools, and “flagship” state schools – will more likely employ student affairs
practitioners with master’s degrees. Less prestigious institutions – such as less selective
regional four-year schools and two-year institutions – will more likely employ student
affairs practitioners with bachelor’s degrees. I worried if I limited my research
participants to those who had completed master’s degrees, I might lose the perspectives
of those working in college environments that most commonly serve low-income and
first-generation students. I also was interested in the ways in which college student
personnel (CSP) graduate preparation programs played a part in socializing individuals to
the field, and hoped to compare the perceptions of those with formal CSP educations to
those with less access to the formal and specialized knowledge transmitted in CSP
programs. Therefore, I added another layer of analysis to the study: the ways in which
institutional type is a variable related to class of origin.
Beyond simply self-identifying as coming from a working class background,
participants in my study also were required to demonstrate limited access to middle class
cultural capital. I specifically requested participants possess at least two of the following
three characteristics related to class markers of education, occupational status, and
income: (1) education: both parents’ educational attainment was below a bachelor’s
degree, the standard definition of “first-generation” college student, (2) occupational
status: neither parent worked in a professional field (identified as management, business,
science, and arts occupations in the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Standard
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Occupational Classification guidelines (United States Department of Labor, 2010) during
the time when the research participant was financially dependent on them, and (3)
income: the research participant herself qualified for state or federal aid programs in
educational settings such as free/reduced lunch in K-12 public schools or Pell Grants in
higher education. I limited my pool to two Midwestern states with active state
professional associations. As each state has a large rural population, I knew some
working class students would not qualify for Pell Grants if their family owned land or
equipment even though they would identify as more blue collar than not. With this in
mind, I allowed participants to meet just two of the three characteristics because I did not
want to exclude perspectives of those who might not have been low-income on paper, but
lived life in a low-income world. In hindsight, I wish I had better defined the “limited
access to middle class cultural capital” beyond just income, job status and educational
attainment, as some participants met my study criteria but still had substantial access to
resources I would consider to be part of the middle class (such as dance or language or
music camps, or private K-12 education).
To recruit participants, I began by soliciting permission from a national student
affairs professional organization with very active state divisions in the two states included
in my study. The ACPA-College Student Educators International home office approved
my request for access to the email addresses of members who lived or worked in the two
Midwestern states who are women or who did not specify their gender (see approval form
in Appendix A). ACPA does not track or share the race/ethnicity of their members; so, in
my email invitation to participate in the study, I asked recipients to share my invitation
with any colleagues who met the study criteria. Once I had received the list from ACPA,
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I removed the names of individuals who were working in the same institution I work in as
well as anybody I have ever supervised in my career, trying to avoid any conflicts of
interest.
I was hoping to recruit 18-24 participants and planned on starting with this list of
national association members and then following up with a recruitment email to members
of the state divisions of this association and directors of regional CSP graduate programs,
along with a “snowball sample” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Much to my surprise, I had
no difficulty in recruiting participants. Within 24 hours of sending the initial email to
236 individuals (see recruitment email text in Appendix B), I already had 15 inquiries,
and within one week, I had over 30 inquiries. I learned someone in one state recognized
my name from prior work and forwarded it to her state division association on my behalf.
Her act of forwarding was a bonus in terms of recruiting participants, and it was
particularly useful in recruiting participants who worked at two-year and regional state
institutions who did not yet have their master’s degrees. I realized later I should have
investigated the member lists from both the national and state organizations because it
seems the national association members are more likely to have higher educational
credentials and work in more selective institutions, while the state association members
are more likely to seek professional affiliations at the local level.
In the end, I had 25 participants. I stopped accepting inquiries after receiving 28
volunteers. Of the original 28, three dropped out due to scheduling conflicts (two
because they were about to go on maternity leave, one because we were unable to
complete an interview after four scheduling attempts). I turned down an additional four
individuals who did not meet study criteria and six individuals who met the study criteria
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but contacted me after I had already reached my limit. I did ask those six if I could
contact them if any study participants withdrew, and as my total group remained above
my initial plan and reflected a diversity of institutional type, functional area, stage in
career, and background, I simply closed the study with 25 total participants.

Data Collection
I collected data in four ways: phone conferences, written materials, site visits, and
interviews. The phone conferences took place after participants expressed an interest in
the study. During the phone conference (see script in Appendix C), I shared background
information about my interest in the topic, reviewed the criteria I was seeking in
participants, discussed the timeline and time commitment, and answered any questions
potential participants might have had. In my first phone conversations, I discovered
potential participants revealed quite a bit about their stories and perspectives; so, I began
recording the phone conversations and taking notes on their questions and comments.
During the first phone consultation, I also realized it would be helpful to me if
participants shared their resume and a little bit about themselves in writing prior to my
site visit and interview. I, therefore, asked subsequent participants to provide resumes
and written reflections about their interest in this study in advance of the interview. I
hoped to understand their career and educational trajectory as well as provide them with
the opportunity to articulate any thoughts about class before my interview questions
distracted them. I encouraged participants to write as little or as much as they liked and
their responses ranged from two sentences to six pages of narrative.
As a Bush Leadership Fellow, I was able to take advantage of the generous travel
resources provided by the Bush Foundation. In all but one case, I was able to interview
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candidates on their campuses and in or near their offices. Seeing each campus in person
allowed me to understand more about the communities in which they lived and worked,
the student demographics they served, and the different student activities happening on
the campus during my visits.
Prior to the start of each interview, I reviewed the consent form in detail with each
participant. I emailed each participant the consent form (see Appendix E) prior to the
visit, but also discussed it before we each signed a copy and began the formal recorded
interview. I stored the consent forms in a locked file in my office, along with paper
copies of participants’ written statements, resumes, and, later, transcripts of interviews.
During the interviews, which lasted one to four hours, I asked participants to
share their perspectives on the issue of class, including how it surfaced during their
formative education and in their subsequent career in student affairs. I designed my
interview questions to gain insights into participants’ perspectives, revealing what
happens to those working class students who make it through college and go on to work
in a university setting but not as professors. I expected to find class to be more fluid than
some other identities, particularly if the class you inhabit during your day at work does
not reflect in any way the class you inhabit when you go home. I remained committed to
listening for themes not reflected in existing working class student or academic literature.
I was interested in “outliers” in the data to make sure I did not miss alternative sources of
meaning.
I asked women to share information about their class identities: how their class
identity developed over time and how class identity influenced their journey in student
affairs. I wanted to understand experiences of folks who inhabit the margins of higher
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education because of their class background and professional standpoint, but who, at the
same time, appear to represent the majority/dominant viewpoint because of their race
and, within the context of student affairs, gender. Even more specifically, I inquired
about any perceived gaps between espoused and enacted values (Simons, 2002) within
the field of student affairs. I have provided my interview questions in Appendix D. I
provided a copy of the questions to participants and asked them to contact me after our
interview should any questions we might not have fully addressed in our limited time
spark additional information they wanted to share. Four participants did email me
additional thoughts in the days and weeks after their interview.
In addition to digitally recording the interviews, which I held at a quiet location of
the participants’ choosing, I conducted site visits to twenty-three of the twenty-five
participants’ offices. I recorded notes about their personal work spaces, looking for clues
as to how these spaces reflected who they were and how they presented themselves. I
took photos at some offices of the posters or other visual representations of values, but
quickly found that many participants had family photos, and I did not want to record any
personally identifiable images; so, after the first ten interviews, I stopped taking photos
and just recorded notes of my own. I also completed comprehensive reviews of the
institutions at which the participants studied and currently worked, learning about the
demographics of their undergraduate student population and the mission statements of
their offices and/or divisions of student affairs.
Additionally, I collected data related to the official discourse of the field of
student affairs. I reviewed mission statements and organizing structures of professional
associations at the state and national level. I also searched for values of the field as
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described in textbooks commonly used in graduate preparation programs in college
student personnel (CSP). I identified these textbooks by conducting a review of the
syllabi listed on the ACPA Commission for Professional Preparation’s online Syllabus
Clearinghouse.
Finally, I created researcher memos after each interview and throughout the data
collection process (from October 2010 to February 2011) to capture my thoughts,
observations, and questions. This technique, recommended in grounded theory, allowed
me to refine my thinking as I gathered more data. It also helped me remember things of
note that were not part of the formal interviews. For example, since I conducted the
interviews the month prior to a state election, I was able to track which communities I
visited had significantly more Republican or Democratic candidate signs.
Once I collected all data and completed all transcriptions, with the assistance of a
transcriptionist, I read and re-read participants’ written statements and interview
transcripts, completing line-by-line coding marking the emerging themes. Then, using a
concept of “conceptual metaphors” (Dexter & LaMagdeleine, 2002), I identified
recurring stories at both a macro-level (e.g., the role of institutional type, graduate
preparation programs, and professional associations in reinforcing class distinctions) and
a micro-level (e.g., both the privileges and stressors class incongruities may cause in
relationships with peers at work, family members, and intimate partners). Once I
identified these themes, I used NVivo qualitative research software to organize data into
“nodes” for further review.
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Validity/Generalizability

I do not claim generalizability to all female student affairs professionals from
working class families. Avoiding projecting my own experiences onto my participants
was a challenge, but I checked for validity with the participants themselves, making sure
I had accurately heard their experiences. For example, I expected women whose
families, friends, and partners remain working class to experience and express class
differently than those women whose social circles are middle class, but remained open to
hearing variations in experiences. I also recognized gender, race, class, sexual
orientation, geography, religion, age, and ability are all factors in individual and group
identity development, and one cannot isolate any of these with any specificity.

Ethics/Confidentiality
I worked carefully with my chair to develop an IRB proposal and human subject
approval, which I received in late September 2010. I minimized any potential risk to
participants by ensuring confidentiality of responses, eliminating any reference to their
state of residence and institutions at which they studied or worked. I assigned
pseudonyms to all participants using the names of important women in my life. I
completed some transcriptions personally and had a transcriptionist complete the rest.
The transcriptionist signed a confidentiality agreement and we shared documents via a
secure online system, DropBox. I stored all data (paper and electronic) in a locked office
in my personal residence. Only my committee chair and members have access to the
data.
In this chapter, I outlined the rationale for using a qualitative approach, informed
by feminist and critical theories. I explained the details of participant selection and data
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collection, and the use of grounded theory for analysis. In the next chapter, I reluctantly
share my own story to frame the study and to be explicit about locating myself in the
research. Following my story, I provide an overview of results with specific analysis
chapters focused on macro/structural issues as well as micro/interpersonal experiences.
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CHAPTER FOUR: LOCATING MYSELF IN THE RESEARCH

Sharing with Reluctance
My commitment to critical feminist research, which is never neutral and always
reflects the researcher’s interests and biases, compels me to share something of my own
story to add context to this work. To be honest, I resisted writing my own story when my
dissertation chair suggested it. The process seemed narcissistic and unappealing;
reinforcing my family’s perception of academics as navel-gazing folks whose
introspection was of little value to anyone but themselves. I also worried because my
story is not mine alone to tell – it implicates my family, friends, partner, and colleagues.
Was it ethical to tell my story when it would also reveal something about others in my
life? And, finally, who else would be asked to write an auto-ethnography of sorts? It
seemed to me most of my fellow doctoral students were not asked to make themselves as
vulnerable as this feels to me. Only those of us who risked completing research about a
topic in which we were fully situated – which were often tales of marginalization or
disadvantage – were being asked to name our location. Peers who wrote about other
topics did not have to divulge their personal history in their writing, though perhaps their
work would be better if they explicitly named their biases and assumptions and their
location within existing social systems. It just seemed odd and uncomfortable to me that
those of us who have been harmed by social systems need to tear off the scabs on our
wounds while others are left seemingly unscathed as they can hide behind a mask of
objectivity and neutrality, even though not one of us is or can be fully objective or
neutral.
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Thankfully, a mentor of mine suggested this opportunity to tell my story was not a
burden, but a gift. She reminded me many of our colleagues who complete doctoral
programs are encouraged to stay far away from topics close to their heart, lest they be
perceived as advancing a personal agenda. For me, and for many other feminists, the
personal is political. I do not believe in neutrality. We are all advancing an agenda,
whether we name it or not, whether we are conscious of it or not. The doctoral program I
am completing is one of the few that encourages a blending of heart and mind, or what
Rendón (2009) called a sentipensante (sensing/thinking) vision of education.
Although I worry revealing my own experiences may make me more vulnerable,
may make others question my ability to conduct valid research, or demonstrate that I am,
indeed, a fraud who does not deserve to be in higher education, it is too great a gift to
ignore. I want to honor the space this affords me to ground my research in my own lived
experiences. I am interested in the intersections of race, class, and gender within the field
of student affairs practitioners working in higher education in the U.S. because of my
own experiences being both privileged and disadvantaged. For me, the net result has not
been privilege and disadvantage cancelling each other out, but acknowledging both
operate within me at all times.
With that understanding, I feel a responsibility to work against oppression and for
social justice. In a very selfish way, I believe my own humanity is harmed when
oppressive conditions exist for anyone, so it is incumbent upon me to work against
injustice. I also have learned injustices continue when we believe they do not have an
impact on us or that it is not our responsibility to change things. I do take it as my
responsibility to work for a better world, especially in those moments when it is neither
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convenient nor easy. I believe White people, on the whole, are encouraged to think
racism is not our problem if we are not actively behaving in a racist manner. But if we
are not part of the solution, then we are silent partners with the status quo. My goal of
better understanding how injustices occur drove my decision to major in Women’s
Studies and Afro-American Studies as an undergraduate; conduct my master’s thesis on
race, gender, and sexual orientation identity matching in counseling relationships; and
conduct this dissertation on the intersections of class, gender, and race in a student affairs
context. Today, I am clear my work is about facilitating more inclusive and critical
environments in higher education. This includes greater access to higher education and
changing campus climates for low-income students and students of color, as well as
creating spaces for middle- and upper-income students and White students to better
understand their role in transforming our world into a more socially just place.
In my professional career in student affairs, I have worked in counseling,
advising, and programming offices – none of which had serving underrepresented
students as their first or exclusive priority. However, I have always found a way to
connect with such spaces (like TRIO programs for low-income students or multicultural
student services) and support the work. Sometimes, this provides me with tangible
rewards. I have been recognized as a TRIO advocate, an ally to multicultural offices, a
social justice trainer, and diversity award winner. I am often uncomfortable with these
accolades, as I think they reinforce the assumption that as someone who appears to be
White, I deserve recognition when I work against racism. It bothers me when people
from dominant spaces (e.g., men working against sexism, Whites working against racism,
elites working against poverty) are rewarded for work that is simply expected of those
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who are most negatively impacted by oppressive systems. It is hard to accept rewards for
doing what my colleagues of color do on a daily basis with less recognition.
At other times, I have been demonized by faculty, colleagues, or students for my
social justice work – seen as overly negative, critical, or judgmental, been asked to
“lighten up” and stop advancing my political agenda. I usually take this as a sign I am
doing something right in terms of interrupting the status quo. I remain frustrated that
those working to support the status quo are rarely asked to stop advancing their agenda;
they often are not even seen as having an agenda. Whether people view my work with
admiration or scorn, they usually ask me why I do the work. The answer is simple – it is
the work I am called to do.
I saw James Shelton III, assistant deputy secretary for innovation and
improvement in the U.S. Department of Education, speak at the Julian Parker Lecture
series at the University of St. Thomas in 2010. He said people ask him a similar
question. Why does he continue to work on behalf of poor kids of color? He explained
when he was growing up, the worst thing you could do was leave a friend hanging in a
fight. As an expression of honor, you should always back them up. While he is no
longer personally in danger, his friends and family remain in a fight for basic dignity; so,
he is there to back them up. I feel the same way about serving low-income students in
higher education. They are in a fight and need some backup. They are my people. Even
though my own class identity has shifted over time, I cannot and will not forget where I
come from and what I go home to at night. I will not leave my friends’ side in a fight.
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Where I come from is decidedly working class – though my mother still likes to
think we were middle class people just down on our luck. While many of my colleagues
report having parents who are doctors, lawyers, professors, teachers, and other
professional positions, I grew up with a mom who was a cocktail waitress and a dad who
worked in a factory. My parents were alcoholics and abusive towards one another and
towards us kids. They stopped drinking when I was in fifth grade, but the abuse
continued until I was 16 and left home.
Coming from a chaotic home, I found both relief and shame in school settings. I
easily excelled in classes without trying and noticed my success surprised my teachers,
who used to say things like, “Isn’t it great that you can make it despite what’s going on at
home?” It felt good to be acknowledged for my intellect by being placed in honors
classes and scoring well on standardized tests, but at the same time school was a shaming
place. I remember having to stand in a different line at lunch with different colored
tickets when we received free/reduced lunch aid. I remember other students teased me
for not having the right clothes, not being able to pronounce “fancy” words like
“omnipotent,” not coming from good stock, and not looking like anyone else in my
family. I learned that in order to be successful in school, I had to learn to speak a new
language. I could not be direct or coarse though that was the easiest way to communicate
at home. I found some strategies worked equally well at school and at home: be quiet, do
what you are told, and never act too big for your britches. I also always knew these
messages might have been different if I were male.
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I do not mean to imply I had a terrible childhood, because I also had a lot of
privilege. My parents were able to purchase a home in a rural setting because they had
help from my grandparents and were not victims of redlining or other real estate tactics
used to work against home ownership for families of color. My dad, as a White veteran,
qualified for GI Benefits that provided him with the means to purchase a home
(McKenna, 2008). We moved to the rural area to get away from some of the “vices” of
the city – including my dad’s active drug dealing and use. In the country home, we
raised and showed horses, dogs, and cats. We baled hay and worked the land. It was a
lot of work, but it was also a gift. From those beginnings, I learned a lot about selfreliance and the value of hard work.

A Budding Feminist
I did not always know I would attend college. Most of the people in my high
school class did not attend college. We did not have advanced placement (AP) courses or
Post-Secondary Enrollment Options (PSEO) to take college-level course work while in
high school. We could not even study a foreign language for more than two years, and
today, most public colleges or universities require at least three years of language study
before they will consider an applicant for admission. Although I went to school in the
1980s, supposedly after the women’s movement, I still got messages that girls could not
do well in math or science. Teachers and the one guidance counselor directed the girls
into home economics and typewriting courses. I had to petition to take a shop class
(which I mistakenly and arrogantly thought would improve my grades) and a business
class (designed for farm kids, showing you how to complete taxes), because the courses
were traditionally designed for all boys. While working at a local restaurant, I had to
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petition to be a cook instead of a server, because the boys were in the kitchen and the
girls were “on the floor.” Everywhere I looked, I noticed girls being trained to be wives,
mothers, and secretaries, with the smart ones being encouraged into nursing or teaching.
I also knew that not having a formal education could limit choices women had in
their career and home. Too many women in my family married alcoholics, drug addicts,
and abusers, and seemed not to believe they had other options or deserved any better. I
remember my mom telling me what a little feminist I was because I thought it was silly
of her to make two-crust apple pie when my dad preferred it to a crumble crust, even
though the other four women in the house preferred the crumble crust. I am humbled
now remembering this, because I also know he abused her while he was drinking and it
was her way of trying to appease him. The only control she had was in the kitchen. And,
although I am ashamed to admit it, I judged her more for staying with him than I judged
him for abusing either one of us. These early experiences of seeing violence against
women in my own home, and experiencing it myself, compelled me to care deeply about
the ways in which women had been historically disadvantaged. I was adamant about
carving a different path for myself, even as I internalized sexist beliefs about how women
ought to be.
I started living on my own when I was sixteen, a result of a court order that I
could not reside in the same house as my father because of the abuse I endured. My
family moved to a different town and rather than move with them, I stayed in a small
apartment in town on my own. My parents started a small business in their new
community (again, because they were able to get a loan and had support from extended
family) that became quite successful. Because they were in recovery from addiction,
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worked hard, and had support, they found financial success. But, finances alone did not
propel them into upper class. We retained speech patterns and values of a working class.
I went to a local state school the summer after I graduated high school because I
needed a place to live, and I could live in the residence halls and stay close to friends if I
took a college class. I chose another regional state school for my first year because they
offered scholarships and it was the least expensive place of those that sent me brochures.
I never visited the campus before showing up to register for classes and move-in. During
move-in, my parents dropped me off at the residence hall and left. I had a trunk and a
few boxes of all of my possessions, and I was a bit startled and dismayed by the sight of
students bringing in racks of clothes, televisions, radios, and endless boxes of belongings.
My 15-year old beat-up car was no match for the newer cars other students brought.
Immediately, even though I was at a college that boasts a large first-generation college
student population, I was aware other students came from a lot more wealth than I did.
Although I was in the honors program, I assumed this was the place someone would
discover I was not that smart and did not belong. I am not sure where my imposter
syndrome began, but feeling like I was not worthy of being in school settings is
something that has always been with me. I carry it to this day.
My first year in college, I had the unique experience of spending spring break
meeting my biological family. My biological sister phoned my adoptive mother to share
contact information in case I wanted to connect. I suspect being an adoptee heightened
my sense of being an outsider, often waiting for the day I would be shipped back into
foster care, much like in college, I waited for the day someone would rescind my
admissions offer. My biological mother lived in Florida and told me that when I got off
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the plane, I should look for the man with a white cane, as her current spouse was blind
and they were often the only couple at an airport using the cane. As I departed the plane
and entered the terminal, I did not see the cane. I saw a woman who looked like me. I
was elated to find her. For the first time, I felt like I belonged to a group, that I looked
like one of them. Unfortunately, I also learned that sharing blood does not mean you
share values or beliefs. While I have remained in contact with my biological maternal
family, I have not found a true sense of belonging there.

Building My Identity
Foundations – Academic Decisions
I was doing well academically at this regional state school, though I remember
feeling like a country bumpkin because others in my classes had travelled outside of the
U.S. and seemed to know a lot more than I did about the “classics.” I always enjoyed
languages and started taking Japanese classes based on a deal with my parents. Their
small business had attracted the interest of Japanese executives, and they thought it would
be helpful if I could learn a few phrases and a little about the culture. I did not really
have room for another language in my schedule, as I was already taking French, Spanish,
and sign language, but I agreed to pick up Japanese because my parents offered to pay
my credit card bill if I did so. The bill was almost $200 and I was terrified of not having
a way to pay it off in its entirety.
My feminist approach to life showed up in my pursuit of languages, in that I often
questioned why many languages had feminine and masculine forms. When studying
Japanese, I learned there were two different speech patterns, and women were always
expected to use the more complicated formal version. I remember that while working in

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

75

the language lab, I would sometimes slip into the less formal version and the instructor
and other Japanese students would tell me I was “dirty” for being a female and using
informal language. In reflection, I see how my White privilege was showing when I
arrogantly believed the Japanese culture was sexist and I should be able to speak the
informal language of men if I wanted. And, secretly, I was okay with the label “dirty.” I
had a sense of myself as a “real” person with no interest in becoming a lady. If anyone
tried to tell me I was not refined enough, I had a built-in defense by saying refinement
was bullshit that kept women in their place and I was somehow above it. It was as if I
was so used to being told I wasn’t “classy” enough, I decided to turn it on its head and
say that I was actually superior because I did not buy in to that stuff. I completely fit the
“loyalist” type Hurst (2007) described in her research by clinging to my past and refusing
to use assimilation as a coping mechanism for being in a place that did not value where I
had come from, only where I might be going.
Although I identified as a feminist, I ultimately decided to transfer to another
more prestigious state university in order to be closer to my partner. I wanted to be closer
to him and when selecting a transfer school, it boiled down to finances. I wanted to
major in Japanese and only two schools in the region offered the major, so I picked the
one that was less expensive. This was not a wise move, in the end, as I was leaving a
quarter-system and changing to a semester-system, and had no clue this meant I would be
losing credits in the transfer process. Nobody in my small world had wisdom to offer
about how I might make these decisions about transferring. They understood and
supported me moving to be closer to my man. I started taking courses in the summer and
my veteran’s benefits coordinator advised me to take a Women’s Studies health course to
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satisfy a science requirement I still needed since not all of my credits transferred. The
coordinator told me I might also meet some men in the class, as it was an easy “A” and
all of the football players took the class in the summer. I fell in love with the class and
the discipline of Women’s Studies after the first week, though I never saw another man in
that or any other Women’s Studies class. I decided I could not study abroad in Japan for
a year for financial reasons and I could not imagine being that far from my partner or
family for so long, so I switched my major to Women’s Studies. I still regret not
studying abroad. I could have taken out a loan or found a way to make it work, but I was
replaying old class-based messages in my head (“do not stray too far from home,” and
“aim for security over risk”).
The good news was my family did not have any understanding of how majors
worked. I did not have anyone pressuring me to be pre-med or pre-law, or focused on a
more “applied” field. Instead, they assumed majors did not matter so I should study what
I loved and worry about the job later, as in their minds’ a bachelor’s degree was all you
needed for any job in any field. Women’s Studies were a breath of fresh air to me in
terms of situating my experience as a woman in a much larger historical context. I
devoured readings, became an activist for gender issues, and immersed myself in the
program. The consequence was that all my friends back home were convinced I was a
lesbian, saying things like “I always knew she was a little off.” That did not bother me at
all, as I did have relationships with women. What did bother me was that I did not realize
how racist and homophobic some of my friends and family were until I started dating
someone from a different race or the same gender. I was so enamored with the nostalgia
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of my working class roots that I did not easily reconcile seeing some of the bad parts of
the experience.
I also started noticing how what I was learning in Women’s Studies was really
speaking to a White middle class heterosexual women’s movement without
acknowledging the realities of other experiences. For example, we would speak about
how women were fighting for the right to work outside the home, but all the women I
knew had been working outside their homes and often in other women’s homes. It
helped when some courses started to reframe gender issues in a broader context of
privilege and oppression, because I started to see how gender intersected with other
identities such as race and sexual orientation.
In my academic work in Women’s Studies and African-American Studies as well
as my co-curricular work in the campus women’s center, I had a hard time
conceptualizing where I fit. Clearly, I have benefitted from White privilege in my own
life. But, I also have been treated poorly because my family was poor when I was
growing up. If I wanted to talk about social justice, the message I received was my
White privilege trumped any disadvantage I experienced because of my gender, sexual
orientation, class, ability, or religion. While I understood White privilege never goes
away, I also think White privilege is complicated by one’s gender and class, among other
identities. I had a hard time understanding the relationship between race, class, and
gender, and found myself focusing more on the identities where I had experienced
disadvantage (gender and class) rather than where I experienced advantage (perceived as
White). I also identified as a working class kid though I knew I also was extraordinarily
privileged to be attending college at all. I continued to see myself as what Hurst (2007)

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

78

described as a loyalist, a student who knew she was lucky to be in college and wanted to
keep ties to those who did not have that advantage.
Foundations – Student Affairs Decisions
As an undergraduate student, I was involved in co-curricular experiences that
many identify as their starting point for a career in student affairs. For me, they all
started as work-study student employment positions or because of random occurrences.
My first few years, I worked as a tutor, which introduced me to the clubs for those
interested in foreign languages. I joined a sorority not because anyone in my friends or
family had done so before me, but because my boyfriend was in a fraternity and it was
the only way to be able to attend parties with him. I transferred to a more prestigious
state university to major in a foreign language not offered as a major at my regional
school, and to be closer to my boyfriend who had left school to join the army reserves.
So much for carving a different path – I still made decisions based on the men in my life.
In any case, at my new school I had several different work-study jobs in
various student service units. One led to a job in the women’s center, where I was
able to work on the creation of a campus lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
(LGBT) center and found my way into student government. As a student
employee and student activist, I was grateful for the opportunities in college. The
jobs were all lovely ways to get to know campus, especially as a transfer
commuter student, but they did not inspire me to join the field of student affairs.
That would come later.
My senior year in college, I decided I better think about a post-college career, and
figured the only job I had seen and thought I could be good at was high school guidance
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counselor. I applied to one master’s program at the school I was attending, scored
immensely well on the standardized test, and was granted admission to this highly
selective program. Soon after I started the program, I knew I could not do the work. I
was volunteering at a local rape crisis center and found myself overwhelmed by emotion
about my own past abuse. I also enrolled in counseling classes with other students who
were almost exclusively White women with high grade-point averages. Even though we
all scored well on standardized tests, and shared racial and gender identities, I felt I had
nothing in common with them.
I knew this was not the career path for me. The volunteer work was emotionally
exhausting and the classes were difficult. I found I had little in common with my
classmates as most seemed to think our work was about saving the less fortunate. They
spoke of clients as if they were deficient and did not see themselves in the work at all. I
suspected they came from lives of extraordinary privilege and could not relate to their
clients’ lives in any way. I contemplated dropping out of school and spoke to a former
supervisor, who said, “Why don’t you stick with it? You could have my job soon
enough.” He worked in veterans’ affairs and I worked for him for a few years. I realized
I had worked in almost every student affairs unit on campus, but never thought I could
make it a career.
Gratefully, I had a faculty advisor who was aware of my concerns with the
graduate program and he helped me create a student affairs specialty in the program. I
worked with him to create over 20 internship sites for future students and to develop a
reading list and annotated bibliography for those interested in working with college
students outside of a traditional counseling center. It took me three years to complete the
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program – mostly because I was working up to five jobs at a time – but I was pleased to
be done. I remember having to petition to let my paid work count for practicum hours, as
they wanted everyone to do this on a volunteer basis. I conducted a research study about
the costs involved with attendance and average loan debt and convinced them that
requiring volunteer hours rather than paid hours disadvantaged low-income students. It
was one of a few times when I was able to use my research abilities and political agenda
to change policy to be more inclusive for marginalized students.

Student Affairs Work and Acknowledging My Difference
Once I completed my program, I started working in student affairs, first as a
limited term transfer admissions counselor and residency counselor (meaning hourly pay,
no benefits) and then as an academic advisor. In all of these positions, I encountered coworkers who seemed oblivious to how low-income students accessed college or
encountered barriers. For example, the residency office determined which students
would be eligible for in-state tuition. We routinely received appeals from students whose
families owned vacation homes in the state. Their average annual income was well over
$200,000. We did not hear from many students who failed to report their parents’
address, those who did not realize if they graduated from a high school in the state and
their parents still lived there, they could claim in-state residency. I did not like doing a
ton of paperwork to help families of great means pay less, when others were not even
aware they could appeal. My colleagues said people should just know they can call and
ask for a review; they did not want to put it in writing because then everyone would
appeal. I kept insisting, “The only ones appealing are those that don’t need the break!” I
asked why we could not audit the applications to find students who listed their high
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school as in state but who had not listed parent addresses, and then use that list to notify
students about the residence rule. It was too much work, my co-workers said. Students
should just know better. I shared that my own experience was that people do not know
better and that many people just followed the rules and would consider it inappropriate to
call and ask for an exception. As I was the youngest person on staff, and probably a selfrighteous one at that, my co-workers dismissed me. The system kept working on behalf
of those with the greatest access rather than the least.
As a transfer admissions counselor, I found we only completed credit evaluations
for students once they confirmed they were attending. As a transfer student myself, I had
committed to transferring before I knew how the credits would transfer, and later
discovered that switching to a semester system from a quarter system would put me at a
disadvantage in terms of meeting credit requirements for general education requirements.
I shared that I did not think it was fair to deny someone the opportunity to see how their
credits would transfer before they placed a confirming deposit – especially the students I
was working with who were trying to save money by taking comparable courses at twoyear institutions. Again, I was overruled. It was too much work for any of us
individually, and students should just know how the system worked. The system worked
for those who knew how to work it, those who tended to be the ones coming from the
greatest material and academic wealth.
As an academic advisor, the issue of class came up even more frequently, as I was
able to interact more directly with students through individual and group advising
appointments rather than simply processing their paperwork. I really enjoyed the work
but again found many of my colleagues to be unintentionally less than supportive of low-
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income students. I remember as if it were yesterday, my first academic advising
association training session, in which TRIO staff (from a federally funded grant program
designed to serve low-income students, students of color, and students with disabilities)
came to discuss their programs and services. A colleague raised her hand and asked,
“But how would I know if someone is low-income to refer them to you. What would I
look for…low test scores? Poor grades? Lack of parental involvement or support?”
I had a visceral reaction. It was as though I was in a schoolyard fight and she had
called out my momma. I was defensive and angry, especially because the rest of my
colleagues simply nodded knowingly. I did not understand why they did not appear to be
outraged. I believed most of my colleagues were not like me. They shared the belief that
those who come from less are capable of less; they are deficient, need fixing, and
professionals can fix them. I now understood why my high school teachers seemed so
surprised by my success. They did not think people like me (growing up with alcoholic
parents, violence in the home, lots of hand-me-downs and put-downs) were supposed to
do so well. Of course I know now this may not be what my teachers or colleagues
believed, but I saw that form of deficit ideology often enough to anticipate it. I put up my
guard defensively because I started to expect those working in higher education,
especially more selective or private four-year institutions, have unconsciously accepted
misinformation about those from poorer backgrounds.
These kinds of professional development trainings – both on my campus and
through regional and national associations – came to affirm my sense that other people in
the field had different life experiences than I did. It seemed to me, and of course, I could
be wrong here, that most of my colleagues came from families that were well educated in
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the formal sense. They seemed to feel like they belonged on campus and in higher
education. There seemed to be a “typical” student affairs professional, and she was
White and middle class. She was extroverted and caring, behaving in traditionally
feminine ways and heavily invested in the “feminine” values of care and concern. She
had college-educated parents – sometimes professors – who encouraged her growth by
supporting highbrow cultural activities when she was young. She was refined and
fashionable. She was smart enough to work in a college but not smart enough to be a
professor.
I identify as White and female, but feel out of step in every other way. I am more
of a thinker than a feeler, likely because feeling had too high a consequence in the chaotic
and violent home in which I lived. I am introverted rather than extroverted, perhaps
because I grew up trying to go unnoticed because I was ashamed of what little we had. I
am not at all refined, and actually have some pride in my ability to creatively string curse
words together. I have very few “feminine” qualities in terms of being caring and
vulnerable, and I pay a price for that in a field where others expect you to wear your heart
on your sleeve. I notice that students and colleagues perceive female student affairs
professionals who are more thinkers than feelers as cold. Perhaps this happens because
women are violating a gender stereotype by not being overly emotional, or violating a
student affairs stereotype by not being “fun” or caring, leaving the scholarly work to our
more intellectual faculty friends.
Back then and still today, I have had a hard time figuring out how to respond to
what I perceive to be an inability of people in my helping profession to treat folks from
low-income backgrounds with dignity and respect. The issue comes up repeatedly. I
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attended my first regional professional association conference with my office of
academic advising staff, none of whom seemed to have a similar background to me.
I did not know how to dress, how to network, how to navigate the conference
experience, and spent much of the day feeling like a little girl playing dress up. At
dinner, I met a few colleagues from my home institution who were about my age, and
they invited me to go out for a drink that evening. We ended up on a pub-crawl, where
one of my colleagues stepped behind the bar to make. I impressed her with my own
knowledge of bars – gleaned mostly from my mom’s background as a cocktail waitress
and my work as a bartender to supplement my income while I was in graduate school. I
delighted in finding a kindred spirit – a “real” chick who was not as uppity as the people I
had been interacting with all day. On the ride back to campus the next day, my
colleagues from my home office said they had heard about those “tacky” unprofessional
girls who had gone out the night before. I did not confess I was one of them, nor did I
defend my newfound friend. I also did not call them out on their hypocrisy, as they had
been busy consuming wine all night in the hotel bar, but felt it was okay to judge the beer
drinkers in the group. I felt ashamed and guilty. I still do.

My Professional Identity
Most of my interactions in professional associations since then have been rife
with examples of how out of place I feel in the field. The assumptions people make
about where you come from abound, and although it shamed me when I was younger, I
now am accustomed to it. I never share information about my partner, who has a high
school education and works as a seasonal day laborer. I never share information about
my sister, who is in recovery from a drug addiction and has recently started school again,
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hoping to finish her undergraduate degree while in her forties. I never share information
about my best friends, as their social scene consists of bar hopping and meat raffles rather
than dinner parties and the theater. I am envious of people who seem to be able to bring
all of themselves to their work – who do not appear to be living in two different worlds.
Over the past twenty years, as I have climbed the career ladder, I find myself in
different circles at work now. Rather than working as closely with direct service
providers such as hall directors or advisors, I am working with directors of units as they
shape budgets and policy. In these settings, I worry about what feels like a narrowing of
perspectives the higher one moves in an organization.
Sometimes, the issue seems small – like complaints about the rising costs of
health care insurance. When colleagues moan about how tough it is to handle these rising
costs, I suspect they do not realize some of us do not have spouses or partners upon
whom we can rely for coverage. They seem to be unaware that many of us have friends
and family on limited incomes who forego insurance altogether, as they have to choose
between rent/mortgage and health care. I want to shout, “Are you serious? Do you know
how fortunate we are to have jobs at all – much less jobs that have benefits?”
Other times, the issues seem large. I am tired of hearing colleagues complain
about the extraordinarily low wages of our students, who make more per hour than my
spouse does. I suspect my irritations are even greater because I am working at a private
institution, where the perception is that the “average” family earns over $100,000 rather
than the reality that most in my state live on less than $40,000.
In addition to being concerned about whether my current institutional type is one I
can really call home, I am worried about the field of student affairs as a whole. I greatly
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value our historic commitment to issues of diversity, access, and inclusion, but am
unsettled by our lack of attention to matters of class. I believe colleagues assume we all
come from middle class or higher backgrounds, and if we do not, we are at least gracious
enough not to discuss it in case we make others uncomfortable. Colleagues assume that
because we now have or are pursuing graduate degrees, we have made it and should stop
playing the working class card…even though our friends and families may remain
completely working class.
A recent blog post about student affairs professional attire affirmed this, when the
author wrote that because we all have master’s degrees (which we do not), we are all now
middle class (as if we do not have different debt loads or obligations). My friends and
family are proud of how far I have gone in higher education, but still do not understand or
value what I do. I code-switch at work by trying to speak “classier,” and I downgrade my
accomplishments at home. I still muck it up at work, where I am too direct and coarse,
and at home, where I am too fancy.
Despite some of this alienation or feeling nowhere at home, I also know my class
background gives me major insights into how we can make higher education more
inclusive. I am an amazing budget director, because I am used to knowing how to stretch
a penny and prioritize expenses. I am an attentive policy maker, because I am skilled at
anticipating groups that might experience negative consequences from decisions. I am a
thoughtful supervisor, selecting students for leadership positions based on their potential
as evidenced by work histories in food service or customer service, rather than by
participation in highbrow cultural activities. My experiences from my subordinated
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identities, whether that is poor treatment because I was poor or gender violence, helped
open my eyes to the privileges I experience in other aspects of my life.
Hill Collins (2008) wrote that experience is honed at the intersections of identity,
where we may simultaneously experience privilege and penalty for memberships in
certain social groups. She goes further to say that knowledge is about empowering
women to become agents of their own experience versus victims or subjects. Despite the
hardships that have come from living between two worlds, I also know I am not just a
victim of my own circumstance. Most stories about working class groups are narratives
of the downtrodden with just an occasional ‘bootstrap’ story that makes you think anyone
can overcome barriers if they work hard enough. I cannot find many stories of
individuals becoming agents of their own experience, rather than just victims or subjects.
Maybe that is because those are the stories that sell – they perpetuate the myth that poor
folks need sympathy, scorn, or pity. But the truth, as I see it, is so much more complex
than that.

Connecting Self to Study
The reason I wanted to embark upon this study was partly selfish. I wanted to see
if other women had similar experiences to me. I had met a few people throughout my
own career that seemed to have similar backgrounds and conflicts at work and home, and
I wanted to see if we were just oddballs or “one-offs,” or if there was something more – a
shared experience. I had hoped I would meet some interesting women, that I would
adore everyone I met, and that all participants would think of their class background as
both curse/blessing and a door opener to paying attention to other forms of oppression.
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Not all of these things happened. Whether her experiences were like mine or not,
each woman seemed surprised anyone would even be interested in her story. Each
woman was curious to find out whether her experiences were unique or shared by others
of similar backgrounds. I would like to think I am not the only one interested in the
stories you are about to read, and hope that I have represented the participants in all of
their pain and joy without reducing them to a single stereotype.
In the next chapters, I provide an overview of the participants’ experiences,
identifying behaviors that ground or lift them in terms of social class mobility. In the
following chapters, I analyze their experiences from both a structural and interpersonal
framework. I conclude with suggestions for further research and limitations of this study.
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CHAPTER FIVE: GENERAL PATTERNS

Overview of Participants
In this chapter, I share information about the demographics of my participants,
including those things that affected their social mobility. After summarizing the choices
or behaviors that helped some participants advance to senior leadership in the profession
while others remained in direct service positions, I outline the macro- and micro-level
themes that emerged. The macro-level themes reflect institutional or systemic issues and
micro-level themes reflect individual experiences and interactions participants have with
other individuals in their lives. These themes are the topics for analysis in chapters six
and seven, respectively.
As noted previously, all twenty-five participants identified as White women,
working in the field of student affairs at the time of their interviews, and having origins in
a working class family. I defined working class origins as having at least two of the
following three characteristics: a) parents did not obtain bachelor’s degrees or anything
higher, b) parents did not hold “professional” jobs as identified by the Occupational
Outlook Standards, and c) the participants qualified for low-income subsidies while in
school (free/reduced lunch in K-12 public schools or Pell Grants in higher education).
Most participants met all three of these criteria, but a few met only two of the criteria.
During the data collection phase, it became clear to me each participant had her
own individual experiences and each person was a member of various social identity
groups (not limited to gender, race, and class, the groups also included religion, age, and
sexual orientation). Those social identity groups also tend to be privileged or
disadvantaged in the context of social institutions in which they interact. For example,
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each individual person had her own unique stories to tell about her life experiences and
while there were commonalities amongst the participants, each story was specific. Each
person’s experiences were uniquely her own and shaped by choices she made, choices
others made for her, and the contexts in which she studied, worked, and lived. This
diversity of experience was exactly the richness I was searching for in choosing a
qualitative form of research.
Layered on top of those individual experiences, each participant was aware of her
identity as a member of a particular social identity group. This was especially true of
those groups that tend to be disadvantaged or subordinated. For example, women tended
to be much more aware of their membership in a gender group (female) and class group
(working class origins) than they were aware of their membership in a racial group
(White). This was not surprising, as it is easier to notice and name when others treat you
poorly or differently than it is to notice when you are a member of a majority or dominant
group. Being a member of a particular group did not mean that all members of that group
had identical experiences, but it did mean that they were aware of how others perceived
them. For example, not all women have universally identical experiences, but they are
aware that generally speaking, sexism is still alive and well in our country, which
negatively affects women and men in different ways.
In addition to these social identity group memberships, each participant would
also comment on the way in which social institutions were or were not affirming of her
social identity groups. Social institutions include schools, colleges, and universities.
They also include graduate preparation programs and professional development
organizations. Institutions set norms about what kind of treatment members of any
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particular social group would receive. Finally, whether or not the participant experienced
that treatment herself, she was aware of the way in which systems are set up to advantage
some and disadvantage others, or assign value to some and not others, or make visible
some and render silent others. Because of these layers of data – systemic (institutions,
professional preparation programs or organizations), group (social identity groups such as
gender, race, and class), and individual (personal experiences) – I found it important to
outline the demographics of participants and findings along both macro- and microlevels.
The women varied in their level and type of undergraduate and graduate
education, the institutional types they have attended or worked at, and their level of
involvement in national professional associations designed for student affairs
practitioners. Additionally, certain behaviors made certain outcomes more likely in terms
of where they landed on a class continuum.

Macro-Level Demographics
Enrollment Trends
The group of participants in my study had enrollment patterns that were more
diverse than the most traditional college students as noted by statistics from the National
Center for Education Statistics, but less diverse than low-income student enrollment
patterns. Table 5.1 shows the percentage of study participants who engage in “nontraditional” undergraduate enrollment patterns, such as transferring schools, commuting,
delaying enrollment between high school and college, and working full-time while
enrolled as an undergraduate student. The table demonstrates how rates of these
enrollment patterns for study participants compare to national averages.
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Table 5.1: Undergraduate enrollment patterns
Study
Participants
National
Average

Transferred

Commuted

Delayed enrollment

Worked full-time

8 (about 30%)

6 (about 25%)

6 (about 25%)

6 (about 25%)

18%

20%

16-45%

6%

All but one of my participants started at a four-year institution, and about onethird of study participants transferred schools during their undergraduate enrollment.
This is higher than the national average (Aud et al, 2011) of 18% of students who start in
four-year environments and transfer to another institution. The study participants who
transferred described various reasons for their departure – from poor fit to unmet
financial needs to life circumstances including marriage or children.
Study participants were more likely to commute, a “non-traditional” pattern, than
their peers. About one-quarter of the study participants commuted to school as
undergraduates. In terms of overall U.S. college enrollments, about 80% of students
commute (Jacoby & Garland, 2004), but this includes students at community and
technical colleges and other campuses with no on-campus housing. A search of
enrollment data at the specific four-year institutions the study participants attended
revealed that on their own undergraduate campuses, the percentage of first-year students
who commuted ranged from 0-12%. Those participants who commuted indicated it was
a financial choice; they could not afford to live on campus.
In 2009, about 55% of students from low-income families enrolled in college
immediately after completing high school, compared to 84% of students from highincome families (Aud et al, 2011). In my study, the majority of participants (75%)
enrolled in college immediately after high school. This number is certainly higher than
the average rate for students from low-income families, defined as those from the lowest
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20% of family incomes, but still less than the average rate for high-income families.
About a quarter of this study’s participants worked full-time (35 hours or more per week)
while enrolled in their undergraduate studies. This is significantly higher than the
national average, as just 6 percent of full-time students worked 35 hours or more per
week (Aud et al., 2011), and all but one of this study’s participants were enrolled fulltime.
Overall, about 25-30% of my participants engaged in enrollment patterns
considered “non-traditional” in higher education by commuting, transferring, delaying
enrollment, or working full-time. Study participants who made these choices remarked
they rarely found others working in student affairs who also engaged in “non-traditional”
enrollment patterns. Their perception was almost every student affairs professional they
know did not transfer, commute, delay enrollment, or work full-time while in school.
Educational Attainment
Table 5.2 shows each participant’s degree attainment at the time of our interview.
Of the 25 participants, four had completed doctoral degrees and two were in the process
of completing a doctoral degree. The majority of participants (n=13) completed a
master’s of arts (M.A.) or a master’s of science (M.S.) degree, most in a college student
personnel program, though a few earned their degrees in related fields such as social
work, counseling, or communications. Six participants are currently pursuing a master’s
degree in college student personnel work. The result is a bit of a bell curve, with 24%
completing or pursuing terminal degrees, 52% completing master’s degrees, and 24%
pursuing a master’s degree.
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Table 5.2: Educational attainment

Participants

Ph.D. or Ed.D. completed or
in-progress
(aka doctoral group)
6 (24%)

M.A. or M.S.
completed
(aka masters’ group)
13 (52%)

M.A. or M.S.
in progress
(aka bachelors’ group)
6 (24%)

Differences between the participants within each of these groups highlight
structural patterns, which demonstrated how some behaviors grounded participants,
keeping them closer to their class of origin, while other behaviors lifted participants,
making social mobility more likely. These patterns provided relatively stable predictive
value in terms of which participants would wind up in the doctoral group versus the
bachelors’ group. Those who engaged in grounding structural patterns were more likely
to be in the bachelors’ group while those who engaged in lifting structural patterns were
more likely to be in the doctoral group, while those in the masters’ group had a
combination of grounding and lifting behaviors.
Grounding Structural Patterns
Table 5.3 below illustrates how certain behaviors related to undergraduate
enrollment, paths into the student affairs profession, and family development were more
prominent in the bachelors’ group. These behaviors “grounded” the bachelors’ group.
Grounding undergraduate enrollment patterns include transferring, commuting, or
working full-time. Grounding paths into the student affairs profession include working
full-time between undergraduate and graduate enrollment, completing or pursuing a
master’s degree in an online format, having one’s first job in student affairs be in the
functional area of admissions or financial aid, and working at a two-year or for-profit
institution. Grounding family patterns include partnering with someone from a working
class background and having children.
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Table 5.3: Grounding structural patterns
Grounding structural patterns by group

Doctoral (6)

Masters’
(13)

Bachelors’ (6)

transferred

1 (16%)

1 (7%)

4 (66%)

commuted

1 (16%)

2 (15%)

3 (50%)

worked full-time while an undergrad

0 (0%)

2 (15%)

4 (66%)

worked full-time prior to starting MA/MS

1 (16%)

5 (38%)

6 (100%)

MA/MS is from online program

0 (0%)

2 (15%)

4 (66%)

first job in admissions or financial aid

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

5 (83%)

work(ed) at two-year or for-profit institution

1 (16%)

3 (23%)

3 (50%)

working class partner (of those w/partners)

2 (33%)

4/6 (66%)

5 (83%)

had children

1 (16%)

3 (23%)

3 (50%)

Undergraduate enrollment

Professional engagement

Family choices

The majority of the women in the bachelors’ group had “non-traditional”
undergraduate experiences, as they commuted (3), transferred (4), attended later in their
life (2), worked full-time while studying (4), or were raising children while in school (3).
All six women in the bachelors’ group worked full-time after completing their
undergraduate degrees and prior to beginning a graduate program, in either student affairs
or a related field (psychiatric nursing, counseling, and teaching). Many of the women are
pursuing an online graduate degree, which allows them to keep their full-time jobs in
student affairs and stay close to home while they complete online course work. The
majority of the women in the bachelors’ group first entered the profession through the
functional area of admissions or financial aid. Half have worked in two-year or for-profit
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institutional types. Five of the six described their partners as coming from working class
backgrounds. All of the women in both the bachelors’ group and doctoral group reported
having an intimate partner, while the majority of the women in the masters’ group were
single.
Lifting Structural Patterns
Table 5.4 below illustrates how certain choices related to undergraduate
enrollment, paths into the student affairs profession, and family choices were more
prominent in the bachelors’ group and less prominent in the doctoral group. As noted in
Table 5.3, almost every woman in the doctoral group lived on campus at least their first
year as undergraduate students and was a native undergraduate student (a term used in the
field of enrollment management, indicating a student did not transfer but stayed at the
same school for their entire undergraduate career). All but one of the doctoral group of
women enrolled in their master’s degree program immediately after completing their
undergraduate degree with no break in between their studies. All but one of them also
enrolled in a traditional, residential-based, master’s degree program. None of them
completed online programs.
In addition to avoiding the grounding structural patterns, the doctoral group of
women also participated in lifting structural patterns. These patterns were related to
undergraduate enrollment (being identified as gifted early in schooling career, attending a
private or highly selected institution, and attending an institution more than 100 miles
from home), professional engagement (first job in academic advising, work experience in
a private or highly selective public institution, and attending/presenting at a national
student affairs conference), and family development (partnering with someone from a
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middle or upper class background). Table 5.4 outlines the choices that “lifted” the
doctoral group.
Table 5.4: Lifting structural patterns
Lifting structural patterns by group

Doctoral (6)

Masters’ (13)

Bachelors’ (6)

identified as gifted in youth

4 (66%)

3 (23%)

0 (0%)

attended a private or public selective
institution

6 (100%)

8 (62%)

2 (33%)

attended an institution more than 100 miles
from home

5 (83%)

5 (38%)

0 (0%)

first job in academic advising

4 (66%)

3 (23%)

1 (16%)

work(ed) at private or public selective
institution

5 (83%)

5 (38%)

2 (33%)

attend/present at national conference

5 (83%)

6 (46%)

1 (16%)

4 (66%)

2/6 (33%)

1 (16%)

Undergraduate enrollment

Professional engagement

Family choices
upper or middle class partner

Four of the six women were identified as gifted in their youth. Being gifted
caught the attention of teachers and school administrators, who helped open doors to
early participation in upper and middle class cultural acquisition activities such as music
or language or dance camps, travel, or being chosen for honors programs. Those
identified as gifted were encouraged to go out of state to complete their undergraduate
and/or master’s degree programs. Leaving home meant something different for the
doctoral group, as they literally were miles apart from their family of origin, while those
in the bachelors’ group felt more closely tied to families and family responsibilities.
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The majority of the women in the doctoral group started their careers in student
affairs in an academic advising setting. Most people hold higher regard for academic
affairs than either student affairs (residence life, campus activities) or enrollment services
(financial aid, registrar). In addition to being more likely to attend private or selective
public institutions, women in the doctoral group are also more likely to work at those
institutions, perhaps because of connections they built as undergraduates. In addition, the
women in the doctoral group are not just members of national professional associations,
they have also attended and/or presented at national conferences. Finally, most of these
women partnered up, with spouses or significant others coming from middle and upper
class backgrounds.
The participants who partnered up were more likely to have achieved greater
mobility in the profession (through advanced degrees, higher titles, greater involvement
nationally) than those who were single or partnered with someone from a class
background similar to their own. Many commented on how it was their partner – not a
student affairs graduate preparation program or professional association – that taught
them how to network and how to navigate institutions of higher education. Those who
partnered with individuals from similar class backgrounds often commented on it as a
specific choice, as they wanted to be with someone who understood them and had shared
values.
General Observations
Whereas the doctoral and bachelors’ groups of women had clearer grounding or
lifting patterns, those in the middle – the masters’ group – varied more in terms of
experiences. The masters’ group included a mix of women who transferred/commuted,
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who had children, and who worked full-time. At the two poles, though, the trends are
clearer. Those at the “top” in terms of advanced degrees followed more traditional
enrollment patterns while those who were now working full-time and pursuing a master’s
degree were less traditional. Those with advanced degrees were more likely to utilize
professional affiliations and networks as well as partners from higher-class backgrounds
to advance their career.
About half of the women in the study have had experience working at private
institutions, but only about a quarter of them have worked at two-year institutions and
even fewer – just three – ever attended two-year institutions. In many ways, this is not
reflective of the institutions or students in the U.S. Just under 40% of all degree-granting
colleges in the U.S. are two-year institutions, and 36% of all U.S. college students enroll
in a two-year institution (Schuh, Jones, & Harper, 2010).
Because I selected my participants from a national and state professional
organization membership, it is likely I did not have access to more student affairs
professionals who work at two-year institutions. According to a staff member from the
international office whom I consulted to recruit participants, the state and national
professional associations have much lower representation of members from two-year
institutions (V. Wall, personal communication, October 4, 2010). Additionally, many
two-year institutions do not require master’s degrees for their student affairs staff (Hirt,
2006). If I had purposefully sought more participants working at two-year institutions, I
may have had a sample more representative of the overall U.S. trends, as I may have
found more participants with experience as students and/or employees of two-year
institutions.
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Ten of the participants in the study worked full-time prior to pursuing their
master’s degrees. Those who took a break between their undergraduate and graduate
studies tended to be working at two-year, public access, and for-profit institutions. Those
who did not take a break between their studies were more likely to be working at private
or public selective institutions.
When reviewing the types of graduate programs completed by all study
participants, five of the twenty-five women completed master’s degrees in college student
personnel (CSP) programs considered prestigious within the field because of their
national draw of students and the publishing record of their full-time faculty. Most
women in my study completed college student personnel programs in new or emerging
programs, with regional draws for student enrollment, some in an online format. The
type of degree program chosen is important, as many participants were compelled to stay
within their state of origin and at public institutions. Some participants were unaware of
the prestige associated with nationally known programs that could later positively affect
their career growth. Others were aware of the differences, but still chose to remain close
to home due to financial constraints or family obligations. Kaci, for example, shared,
I always saw private schools as way too expensive - even some public
schools, anything that was seen as to be better academically or more
rigorous was definitely not an option even though now knowing what I do
now, I look back at the tuition and I was like, ‘Wow, I should have just
went for it, I could have been fine.’
While the quality of the college personnel programs cannot be assessed in this
study, all programs should follow the Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS)
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Guidelines for master’s level student affairs administration preparation programs. These
guidelines suggest programs introduce students to the basics of student development, the
structure and purpose of higher education, and the role of student affairs in supporting
institutional missions and student growth (CAS, 2009). The women who completed
programs with national recognition benefitted from extended networks and stronger
affiliations to national professional associations. They were much more likely than those
who enrolled in regional and online public institutions to participate in professional
associations, particularly national associations, and specifically to participate as
contributors (conference attendees or presenters) rather than just members of the
association.
Overall, the women in this study were more likely to engage with state or regional
professional associations than with national associations. Twenty-three women were
involved at some level in regional professional associations, with fourteen of them having
had experience presenting at regional or state conferences. Eighteen women were
involved at some level in national professional associations, with just five having had the
experience of presenting at a national conference. Those with national conference
presentation experience were more likely to be working at private or public prestigious
institutions and to have completed higher educational attainment.
There seemed to be a clear hierarchy of institutions, professional preparation
programs, and functional areas. Participants had the sense that the public perceives
private and selective public institutions as more prestigious than public access or twoyear schools. Gretchen, a participant who has worked or studied at every single type of
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institution and who is now a senior student affairs officer, summarized her understanding
of the hierarchy of institutions.
Clearly, the institutions that are private were built and sustained by upper
class so it was upper class families that sent their children to be clergy or
attorneys – you know, to go into the law profession or all the reasons why
privates burgeoned in the United States. They have a very long history of
developing their social norms around upper class socioeconomic status
and they are trying, probably in the past two to three decades, to attract
and retain lower socioeconomic class students but I think that’s a struggle,
and very much a struggle for them to attract and retain employees of that
class. They also tend to be, for the most part, of a specific religious
persuasion, and that makes sense, but even that movement to try to say,
‘We’re a welcoming place for all,’ is full of tension, like the tension that I
live with. My blood is one and my lifestyle is another. I would say the
privates tend to attract people from higher socioeconomic class in their
specific religion, particularly Catholic religion which is absolutely known
to favor higher socioeconomic class people and the rest are those that they
take care of, but who would not thrive in that system. So then you have
the research institutions which started out as land grant, for the people, but
quickly became . . . maybe not quickly, but have now become, again,
higher socioeconomic class or for those that are really bright and talented
but good luck to them to try to survive in that system. And I would say
probably the research institutions have the most diversity between
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socioeconomic classes of their employees because that’s what kind of
institution they are – they were for the people and now they’ve become
elite. The state universities are probably the biggest hybrid of all of that.
They’re the step-child to the research institutions and to the privates but
they’re a step above the community colleges and clearly the community
colleges are for the people and that’s where you’re going to find the lower
socioeconomic classes, that’s where you’re going to find people who work
there that thrive there. The people are the institution so you’re going to
find more people that came with that background working at the
community colleges. Community colleges feed state institutions, state
universities, so the same with the employees – the community colleges
feed the state universities. People move up, they rarely move down. I
think it’s natural to assume that those different institutions operate with
those kind of socioeconomic norms and rules.
Gretchen’s remarks reflect the beliefs of most participants, namely that there is a
clear hierarchy of institutional type. Karen has also worked at a variety of institutions.
She is one of just two study participants with experience at an open enrollment for-profit
institution. She talked about her uneasiness with the enrollment patterns of the for-profit
sector. Her perception is that everybody does what they know, and she has met several
adult African American learners from the urban area who want to go into social services,
and some displaced White workers from the suburbs who are interested in business
management degrees. Karen is worried about the ethics of admitting people you know
you are setting up for failure, particularly if they are taking out significant student loan
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debt. What troubles her most is she knows they admit students who she does not think
are going to make it in the classroom, mostly low-income students of color. Once
institutions admit these students, they do not provide students with the academic support
they might need to be successful. When a student fails, Karen is the one who sends what
she calls the “nastygram,” saying they have been permanently dismissed. She recognizes
that by that point, students have acquired more debt. Karen worries the institution has
“done them wrong” in terms of damaging their self-esteem and not providing them with
any confidence in their ability to succeed in higher education and the entire process
troubles her greatly. She said it has taken her a long time to develop the calluses she
needs to avoid taking those worries home with her.
This concern about the role of for-profit institutions is not limited to study
participants. Many higher education publications are also noticing the trend that forprofits are enrolling more low-income students and more students of color than any other
institutional type.
Either the for-profits are (as they always claim) reaching out to a
socioeconomically disadvantaged demographic and helping them step up
into the middle class or—from a far more cynical perspective—the forprofits are swindling poor (and thus uninformed students), promising them
careers that they are in no way capable of actually experiencing, taking
advantage of the fact that, as first-generation college students, they are
unaware that there is a complex hierarchy in American post-secondary
education. (Donoghue, 2011, Para 4)
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Patsy shared her concerns about institutional type, too. She went to a regional
access public school as an undergraduate, not aware of any differences between schools
in the same state system. Although a more prestigious flagship institution offered her
admission, she did not accept the offer, unaware of the differences between the
reputations of the various state schools. In hindsight, Patsy feels a bit “ripped off” that
nobody explained the differences in institutional type. She did not learn about the
differences until she was in a Ph.D. program. While she understands different institutions
serve different constituents and there cannot be a “one size fits all,” she also worries that
these divisions reinforce rather than transform social classes. She said, “I struggled with
taking on the ridiculous sort of hierarchy of institutions. I shouldn’t buy into and
perpetuate those distinctions, even as I legitimately know there is a different experience
and different access.”
In addition to classifications based on institutional type, there is also a hierarchy
of positions within institutions. Participants assumed those at the top tended to come
from higher class backgrounds. Mary, another senior student affairs officer, commented
on how the diversity of economic backgrounds became smaller as she moved up the
ladder within the administration.
I think that the majority of people who are at the dean or above level are
not from working class backgrounds. I think that we are evident, we being
working class folks – folks from working class stock, are more evident in
the front line positions. I said to the chancellor when I met her that ‘what
you have in me, you have a blue-collar worker in a white-collar job and I
will work my tail off because that’s what I know.’ Like I told you, my dad
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still works two jobs. He’s 78 years old. He’s always worked, his entire
life until he retired, three jobs. He retired from one, now only has two
jobs, and he thinks he is on a vacation. I think leadership positions across
campus are probably from people who have historically more higher
education in their background.
Many participants discussed the hierarchy of positions within higher education.
They expressed frustration with the ways in which faculty or senior administrators would
dismiss the contributions of hourly staff. Karen, whose first position in higher education
was as an administrative assistant, shared her view of the classes within higher education.
I think in higher education there are three classes – there’s the support
staff, there’s the admin staff, and then there’s the faculty. I think that too
often we think that we cannot cross these boundaries. I think it’s
traditional that faculty think that they’re the be all and end all and they’re
the only important thing. Regardless of what they make, they’re kind of
the elite and they don’t always recognize that those of us who help
students in other ways are just as important for that student development.
I recognize that if it weren’t for the support staff, the administrative
assistants, the people who do a lot of what I think of as the grunt work, I
can’t do my job without the other people who are doing the grunt work for
me. I think we treat each other differently because of it and it’s not
necessary. When I was working as a secretary, I was sitting at my desk
because it was really slow and I was reading a history book about the
Scottish War of Independence in the 1740s. And a professor came up and
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said, ‘Well, what are you reading?’ And I told him and he said, ‘Oh,
historical romance?’ I said, ‘No, a history book.’ He assumed because I
was just a secretary that I wouldn’t read anything other than a Harlequin
romance.
Jasmine shared a sense that certain members of the academy expect to be treated
as more intelligent and worthy because of their academic credentials. She talked about
feeling outclassed in meetings where everyone else had a Ph.D. She believed committee
meetings were full of people who liked to sit around and talk, but she and many of the
hourly workers were the ones who actually did the work. She knew that what people
counted as knowledge on her campus was very different from what family considered
knowledge on the farm.
I also think that people who are administrative assistants or administrative
secretaries or whatever you want to call it are sometimes even more
looked down upon because they don’t have a degree and so their life
learned knowledge does not equate to a bachelor’s degree or a master’s
degree. ‘Well you don’t have this, so of course your opinion wouldn’t
count.’ So I’m supposed to treat them as sub-human? I mean my dad
doesn’t have a bachelor’s degree or a Ph.D. but he damn well can fix a lot
of different things and has several Ph.D.s in the milk machine, in the
tractors, in the combine, and all these different areas that if you would
walk onto the farm you would be like, ‘I don’t know, I don’t know how to
know what’s wrong with this.’
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The study participants are not alone in thinking there is a faculty-staff divide.
Many of the common introductory texts in student affairs graduate preparation programs
discuss the gap between academic and student affairs (Amey & Reesor, 2009; Magolda &
Baxter-Magolda, 2011; Tull, Hirt, & Saunders, 2009). Krebs (2003) describes the divide
from her lens as a faculty member.
It's just that once we're hired, we acquire instant status inside a culture that
encourages us to see ourselves as thinkers rather than as workers. That
might help us in our capacity as scholars, but it can also prevent us from
understanding much of what makes our research, and especially our
teaching, possible. We are encouraged to see the workers around us as
there to make our jobs easier, rather than as fellow employees of a
nonprofit corporation with its own corporate culture. My college, like all
others I know, has a class system: If faculty members occupy a position
analogous to an upper class, staff members seem to be, if not exactly
working class, then let's say second class. (para 2)
In addition to understanding the hierarchy of institutions and positions, some
participants also understood the hierarchy of graduate preparation programs. They knew
student affairs colleagues perceived well-established residential graduate programs
designed for full-time study with students from across the nation as far more prestigious
than online or part-time graduate programs that allowed working adults from the region
to pursue their degrees. The curriculum in these programs reflected the institutional
hierarchies, too. Erica, who studied at a national prestigious graduate preparation
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program, noted the difference between her advisor and other faculty members in the
program.
I was fortunate to have an advisor who had been a dean of students at a
community college. He just had a good sense of the practical kind of
community college student, whereas the other faculty at [school name]
really talked about ideal liberal arts private settings, and how that’s where
true learning happens. That was the message. But this advisor
acknowledged the difference. We’d have lots of conversations about that,
especially as he knew I had previously worked at a community college.
As an example, when other faculty were promoting service learning as
ideal, he’d say, ‘when community college students are working to pay the
rent, and to try to keep their car insurance, and go to school, they are not
thinking about volunteering or what service they can do.’ And that
resonated with me, it felt like our lives, we were just working people. It is
good to help other people, but when you’re surviving, with a lot on your
plate, on a real practical level…it just reminded me that service is a
privilege to those with the luxury of leisure time, and most faculty could
not see that. The assumptions they made about what students had, what
they should learn, how they should behave…none of that reflected a
working class existence.
Further, in terms of functional areas, those working in areas closely related to
academic affairs (academic advising, learning support services) or senior student affairs
officer positions were aware their connection to academics and/or seniority in the
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institution helped faculty and students see them as more credible and relevant. They
knew they had more “clout” than if they were working in direct service areas such as
residence life, admissions, and activities. Academic affairs and senior student affairs
areas had a much greater balance of men and women, but most participants reported that
women represented almost all of the staff in the direct services areas.
For those working in direct service areas at two-year or public access institutions,
there were sometimes inversions of this hierarchy. For example, one participant working
at a technical school indicated faculty, staff, and students alike regarded so-called
“prestigious” institutions with suspicion and disdain. They placed much greater value on
“real” work experience instead of scholarly work. Carol indicated she was the only
person at her two-year campus with a master’s degree “in anything sort of student affairs
related.” Her supervisor, the senior student affairs officer, attended the school close to
forty years ago, and worked her way up from a work-study job to the highest student
affairs job.
Our deans, most of them worked in whatever field they teach in – they
worked in there and then they worked their way up to be the dean. Maybe
they have a bachelor’s – sometimes. But a lot of it is really the work
experience that’s valued and so I think they sometimes think – ‘Oh, that
person with all that college education, they don’t know what they’re
talking about because we know what we need to do here.’
Most participants (n=20, or 80%) identified the path of a “typical” student affairs
professional and the extent to which they did or did not fit that archetype in terms of
background, education, and experience. The “typical” or ideal student affairs
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professional follows the following trajectory: you begin as a traditional undergraduate
student from a middle or upper class background, you then become highly involved in
campus activities and/or student leadership, where you find a mentor who will encourage
entry to the field and prepare you to choose the “right” graduate preparation program in
terms of status, and then you begin that graduate program immediately after completing
your undergraduate career. The “typical” student affairs professional was also actively
involved in professional organizations and networks and ambitious in her career
advancement. Participants commented on the ways in which an individual’s class
background enhances or limits her ability to follow this ideal trajectory, and shared their
own meanings associated with this typical path. I will further explore this macro-theme
of how institutions and professional preparation or development systems shape social
mobility in Chapter Six.
Social Group Memberships
All twenty-five participants identified as female and White. They did not all
share the same definition of class, though they did all meet my study criteria. For most
(n=19), it was easy to claim a “working class” identity, either because it was how their
family self-identified or because it was clear that is how others (teachers, social workers,
neighbors) saw them. For others, different class identity labels were easier to claim.
Some preferred to use “blue-collar” (n=8), others “poor” (n=6), others “farm kids” (n=6),
and still others “middle class but first-generation college student” (n=6). Many
participants used multiple labels to describe their class of origin.
Some of the class distinctions seemed location bound, as those raised in rural
areas saw a clear distinction between the people raised on working farms and the
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“townies” that lived in the local small towns. This was markedly different from those
who were raised in urban areas who, for the most part, saw different distinctions between
poor, working class, middle class, and upper class. Some of the women in my study
reported their families raised them to believe they were middle class, as their families
could not accept the implications of being working class or poor. Families reinforced
mass media messages that poor folks were responsible for their own condition and did
not work hard enough, and being middle class meant you worked hard and did not take
handouts, even if you sometimes went without. These participants still considered
themselves middle class even if they were low-income, demonstrating that class is about
more than economics.
For some participants, the reason they identified as more “working class” is that
their families chose to take on extra work in order to afford middle class privileges and
highbrow cultural activities, such as sending children to camps for music, dance, or the
arts. These women tended to identify as middle class but still first-generation college
students. Additionally, some women reported their family social mobility sometimes
changed abruptly due to a change in family situations (the death of a parent, divorce,
promotion at work, or natural disaster affecting family farms or homes). These variations
in class identities suggest class remains a contested identity for any given individual, as
many participants had difficulties naming their own class location and describing how it
may have shifted over time. Even while there were commonalities across experiences,
participants plotted their class identities in more of a messy splattered continuum rather
than a neat and orderly taxonomy.
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The class identities participants currently claimed also varied. A few women in
the study perceived themselves as working class, even if their educational attainment or
job status would seem to position them higher on the social mobility ladder. These
women tended to work at two-year or less selective four-year institutions. On the other
end of the spectrum, a few women identified solidly in the middle or upper class. These
women tended to have obtained degrees from and/or worked at private or very selective
four-year institutions and all participated in highbrow cultural activities when they were
young.
The majority of the study participants found it difficult to place a singular label on
their current class identity, describing themselves as “a blue collar girl in a white collar
job” or “in my bones, I am working class – but the skin I’m in now is upper class.” One
participant, Laura, said she now identifies as an educated, professional woman, stating
that she “fits much more in that class culture now than where I originated. I wear that
skin with a little more ease now.” Another participant, Gretchen, remarked,
In my blood I am a lower socioeconomic class person – that’s the blood
that runs through my body, but I live a probably more upper middle class
lifestyle – upper socioeconomic class lifestyle. So I’m constantly in a
dichotomy as I walk through life and I feel that in a variety of different
places.
She noted how difficult it is to know what counts as working, middle, or upper
class, as her experiences shift over time.
I know I grew up probably lower middle class but we were always told we
were middle class, so this [where I am now] doesn’t feel like middle class
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to me. Now I would identify myself as probably lower upper class or
maybe even upper middle class – I don’t know. But middle class? This is
not middle class. It’s not. I do not go to sleep at night worrying about
how I’m going to pay for something, that’s just not anything I worry about
and that’s not middle class to me. I say that from a perspective of I was
told I was middle class and I sold my bike to get groceries. I know this
isn’t that, so I don’t know what else to call it.
Zmroczek and Mahony (1999) suggested individuals experience class as “deeply
imprinted, rooted and retained through life” (p. 4). They argued this is more helpful to
understanding how class works than the more traditional way of understanding class as a
group one leaves behind or newly enters as the experience class mobility (Mahony &
Zmroczek, 1997). As noted above, many participants in this study indicated their class of
origin was a part of their body – in their bones, their blood, and their skin. Even as their
own circumstances may change, the vast majority did not leave behind the values or
beliefs they learned in their childhood. Many participants indicated their class of origin
was more than residual or a faint memory. Indeed, I noticed a significant number of
participants described their class as embedded in their physical bodies, which carried an
imprint of their class of origin, even if they no longer appeared to be working class.
Beyond gender, race, and class, participants described additional social identities
as salient, including their sexual orientation, religion and age. The next three tables detail
the ranges of identities represented in study participants, including sexual orientations,
religions, and ages represented.
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Table 5.5: Sexual orientations represented
Lesbian/Bisexual

Heterosexual

Not Disclosed

4 (16%)

16 (64%)

5 (20%)

Participants

As seen in Table 5.5, of those who disclosed a sexual orientation, 16% identified
as gay, lesbian, or bisexual. Gates (2011) reported that national figures of the population
who identify as gay, lesbian or bisexual vary from four to ten percent. The participants in
this study had a higher rate of identifying as gay, lesbian, or bisexual than the general
population.
Those who identified as lesbian described the student affairs profession as a safer
profession to be “out” in than other fields they had encountered. The profession’s longstanding commitment to diversity and social justice issues is evident in the professional
associations (through standing committees and knowledge communities for lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender professionals) and the professional literature (with abundant
writing on the experiences of students who identify as lesbian or gay). This did not mean
the women did not encounter prejudice or discrimination, but they did report feeling
“safer” in the student affairs realm of the academy. One of the participants, Kaci, said
student affairs appealed to her because she met many gay and lesbian mentors during her
own undergraduate career. It was the first time she saw a lesbian in a career that she
herself might actually want to pursue.
Table 5.6: Religions represented

Participants

Conservative
Christian
4 (16%)

Atheist

Not Disclosed

2 (8%)

19 (76%)
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Table 5.6 identifies the religious identities of the study participants. Not every
participant in the study remarked on her religious beliefs or identity as important to her
sense of self or her work in the field. However, the few that did comment on their
religious beliefs did so because they felt “out of step” with colleagues. Despite claims
that student affairs professionals may be more inclusive of various sexual orientations,
participants who identified as Christian did not experience the profession as inclusive of
their values or belief systems, particularly if they came from a more conservative
Christian tradition. Some of their values, particularly regarding the importance of women
raising families in heterosexual relationships, conflicted with what they perceived to be a
liberal stance by most professionals. Two women in the study said they felt they had to
hide their conservative background from colleagues at student affairs gatherings, lest they
be judged as “backwards” or “parochial.”
On participant, Shannon, talked at length about the ways in which religion and
sexual identity intersected for her. Shannon’s family of origin identified as religiously
and politically conservative, but as an undergraduate student, Shannon learned more
about diversity and became more open to others’ experiences. She met a woman who
inspired her greatly and later learned the woman was gay. She realized then that she
could not judge people based on their sexual orientation. Then, when she was a resident
assistant, she had a resident on her floor whose partner committed suicide after she came
out to her parents. From then on, Shannon became an advocate and ally for gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgender issues. She finds a lot of support for this work in the field of
student affairs. As her families’ beliefs no longer align with her own, her family
experiences some tensions. Her step-dad thinks liberal education has “ruined” her, both
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politically and socially. She entered college a conservative Republican Christian, but her
step-dad now thinks she is a Socialist. She does not necessarily identify with any single
political party.
I’m much more about a community and making sure that we take care of
the least among us and not necessarily buying into the meritocracy of
everybody pulling themselves up by their bootstraps. While I have fallen
away from my religious beliefs, I still would consider myself a very
religious person and have a strong faith but don’t practice in the same way
that I was raised to. I actually think that sometimes my mom thinks I’m
gay, which I’m not but she’s never asked but because I’m over 30 and
unmarried and come home wearing shirts that say, ‘Gay, fine by me’ or
talk about this movie or that event that I attended, she just assumes. We
never talk about it, really.
The women who identified as atheists reported the majority of higher education
environments they had experienced reflected a Christian privilege, where colleagues and
students alike expected you to have some faith background. The women who spoke of
their religious identities, whether conservative Christian, evangelical, or atheist, were
clear that although the profession claims to appreciate diversity, it expects conformity to
a liberal Christian stance. It seemed the more a particular social identity put a participant
outside of the “norm” or majority, the more likely she was to name the identity as
relevant in their work. This was true for identities related to class, sexual orientation,
religion, and age.
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Table 5.7: Ages represented

Participants

Under 30

30-45

Over 45

7 (28%)

14 (56%)

4 (16%)

Table 5.7 lists the ages of the study participants. The student affairs profession as
a whole is rather young, as long hours and low compensation can frequently lead to
burnout, particularly for women, who report greater levels of emotional exhaustion than
men (Howard-Hamilton, Palmer, Johnson, & Kicklighter, 1998). A study in 1983
(Holmes, Verrier, & Chisholm) found 90% of women leave the student affairs field
within seven years of completing their master’s program, compared to just 60% of men.
A more recent study (Blackhurst, 2000) still found that fewer than half of women (45%)
in student affairs plan to stay in the field for their entire career. The most common reason
cited for potentially leaving is low salary and limited opportunity for advancement.
Participants in my study included those who were under the age of 30 and still
new to the field as well as professionals with over 20 years of experience in the field.
Most did not comment on their age as a relevant part of their identity or experience in the
field, although those in the younger demographic did wonder if their age and gender
combined in a way that made them appear less credible as professionals. Some
participants said they were frequently mistaken to be undergraduate students, and
sometimes, felt faculty or senior administrators, particularly men, did not give them
credit because of their youthful appearance. For others, a simple awareness that they
were younger and less experienced than others were influenced their self-regard. Becky
shared an example of how her age influences her experience in her work.
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I’m 35 and yet I still feel like a little kid. It seemed like everybody was
older than me and I’m still probably the youngest one in here but I don’t
know. I just always felt kind of young and dumb, like I don’t know. Like
I didn’t know as much as everybody else and then not having the level of
education as most people on this campus. I feel like I don’t have a lot to
contribute – it’s hard to speak up.

Micro-Level Themes
Beyond the social groups participants may have been a part of, many participants
also commented on individual experiences that shaped their class identities. Family
relationships, perceptions of labor, and habits associated with their class of origin all
influenced how their class identity shifted (or not) over time. Some of the habits
associated with their class of origin were helpful, while others were less so, in the
participants’ current family and work environments.
Family Relationships
Participants spent a large part of the interview talking about their relationships
with their family. Because all participants had parents who had not attained bachelor’s
degrees, they all commented on the lack of parental guidance in college enrollment
choices. Most indicated their families invested heavily in their college attendance, as
parents wanted their children to have opportunities they did not have in their own youth.
Not all participants had families who were enthusiastic about their child’s choice to
pursue a college degree, but most were, at least on the surface, supportive. Almost a
dozen of the participants talked in particular about their mothers wanting their daughters
to have access to higher education as a way of opening doors for their future and keeping
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them from being too dependent on others. Denise remembered her mom’s inability to
pursue her dreams.
My mom wanted to go to school so bad. She graduated high school when
she was 17, she skipped a year – she wanted to go to nursing school and
this was in 1957 and her parents said, ‘No, you’re too young to move
away from home and go.’ So she never got to go to school. It meant the
world to her that her girls would have more choices.
Carol told a similar story. Her mom came from a family “where girls weren’t
allowed to pursue any form of education.” Her grandparents believed women did not
need an education beyond high school because they would find a husband to take care of
them. Carol’s grandparents denied her mother the opportunity to go to college, which is
why her mother wanted something different for her daughters.
Families provided both wings to fly and sticky floors to keep participants
grounded, simultaneously encouraging growth and development while at the same time
asking the participants to stay close to home. Many participants discussed learning
lessons from their family about the importance of security and stability, staying close to
home, and being responsible for the care of others. The family members of some
participants believed raising a family was more important for a woman than pursuing a
career, though nearly all family members encouraged study participants to go far in their
careers.
In many ways, the stories participants shared are consistent with the working class
academic literature. While “moving up” tends to be associated with leaving behind,
many women did not leave their past behind and instead they remained at the borders
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between worlds. Several participants reported working hard to protect the dignity of their
parents, particularly their mothers. Nancy, who attended a private institution as an
undergraduate student, remembered her residence hall hosting a mother/daughter brunch.
I invited my mom to stuff, but she didn’t want to come the first year. I
asked why and she’s like, ‘I don’t know, I feel uncomfortable…because a
lot of people who are there might be snobby, they’re going to be wealthy,
I’m not going to fit in. What am I going to wear? What am I going to talk
about’ And so I saw that, but I was like, ‘Well, you’re coming.’ We ended
up meeting very nice people. But I think she always felt uncomfortable
going to things on campus, just because of how the environment, with
very nice events, put on very well, and they kind of, yeah, show just this
wealth of the institution.
For several participants, the gap between what their families of origin had and
what they or their institutions had was substantial. Karla talked about this at length. She
would identify as middle class now because she has a job with benefits and a home, but
she worries that her family thinks she believes she is better than they are because of her
education.
My mom is really sensitive to class when we’re with the whole family
because she has some self-esteem problems, or issues. So she doesn’t
necessarily want me to be comfortable talking about my background and
class because it implicates her as not providing for me. So that can be
awkward and that’s not what I would intend by most of the conversations
in any case.
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When Karla’s niece mentioned she wanted to go to cosmetology school, the same
work Karla’s mother does, Karla was concerned her niece did not understand the realities
of the work. Karla spoke with her niece, reminding her that while in that line of work,
her mom worked at night, worked 12-hour days, was tired, stood on her feet all day, and
did not have health insurance. Karla’s mom overheard and told the niece not to listen to
Karla, as she had been “brainwashed” to think everybody has to go to college. Karla
does not actually believe that, but does realize that she has to be careful what she says
around her family.
What do you call that? You don’t want them to lose face. It’s interesting,
and I don’t know if it’s typical but I don’t think so – my mom has some
anxieties where sometimes she’s proud of me and sometimes she’s
jealous. I don’t know if she would ever admit that it’s jealousy but that’s
what it is about some things and it’s a strange tug within her – I don’t
know, but I can feel it. It doesn’t make sense for a mom to not be proud of
their daughter but sometimes I can tell that my success hurts her.
Karla’s experience with her family was similar to what others discussed. Many
study participants had mothers who wanted them to succeed but not to forget where they
came from. Several participants talked about needing to make sure family members did
not think they, the study participants, were acting superior. This was a form of emotional
labor. Study participants frequently were concerned with caring for their families’
emotional needs, even at the expense of their own. Denise, whose mother wanted her to
go to college, had a father who was less impressed with higher education. He often
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referred to her college-educated uncles as “educated jackasses,” who were “more
worthless than tits on a boar.”
He always would tell me, ‘Don’t forget where you came from.’ My dad
always says that, ‘Don’t you ever forget where you come from.’ I never
see my dad get real emotional but he did cry at my college graduation, so
he was proud. He was a very proud man and I think that in his lifetime
working, he maybe was turned off by some people that were educated and
so he automatically made that assumption and so now me, when I’m
around my folks, I don’t sit and gloat about it because I don’t want to
make them think that I think I’m better than them. My sister says, ‘Oh,
yeah, you think you’re so great because you went on to school or
whatever.’ I just don’t even touch it because it’s somewhere I don’t even
want to go.
Many participants told stories about how members of their immediate or extended
family, or friends from earlier years, seemed concerned about how pursuing higher
education might negatively have an impact on their relationships. In addition to making
sure they did not behave in ways that suggested they thought they were superior, study
participants also experienced a bit of guilt knowing what they had gained that their family
had not. Kaci talks about how difficult it is to reconcile the sacrifices her parents made to
help her, while at the same time their own lives have not changed.
I often think about how many times my dad has been rejected for jobs
because he doesn’t have a bachelor’s degree and how qualified he has
been for every one of the ones that he’s applied for and just knowing that
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the only reason he’s never gotten that degree is because he’s wanted me to
get it and … and … uh, sorry [apologizing for the emotions surfacing]…
and that’s hard to handle.
Patsy has similar reactions when reflecting on her family’s experience.
They wondered why, after she left for college, she never returned. She said she
learned they had resented her going away, “like it was hoity-toity.” They did not
understand why she had to go so far, as if something closer to home was not good
enough for her. Somehow, for Patsy, the distance meant the school was better,
which her family experienced as a rejection of where she came from. She
wondered if her mother never felt she could say, “I’d really like you to come
home,” knowing that she might not return.
Heidi remembers that her parents always encouraged her and her sister to
work hard at school and in their jobs. But she also knows that for her family,
work was a necessity to earn money and held no other value. “Work was not
something to be enjoyed, but tolerated.” Her dad was always telling her to enjoy
her freedom while it lasted, because the real world meant working for the rest of
her life. Those messages from home were in stark contrast to the messages she
receives in the field of student affairs, where your work is supposed to be your
life. Among her colleagues, work is vocation, a calling, a career, an ambition.
Among her family, work is just work.
Several participants discussed code-switching between family or friends and
work, using different language at home or with friends than they did at work. They deemphasized their work and education in social settings and minimized their
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accomplishments both at work and at home (which ultimately made them less likely to
advance in the field). Laura’s original plan was to pursue a doctorate after her
undergraduate degree, but as she got further into it, she really started questioning whom
she was and where she fit in between the academy and her family.
The more I became all about words on a page, the more I felt like I really
got disconnected from my family identity and the longer I was in school,
you know, I would have siblings say to me, ‘How long have you been out
of high school and never had a real job? I don’t understand who you are; I
don’t understand what you’re doing.’ And I really struggled with being
able to communicate what I was doing to them in a way that had any
meaning to them about their vision of the world. So it really called for me
to question what was the value in what I was doing. If my family can’t
even understand what it is that I’m working toward, what value does it
have for me? So I had a major kind of crisis in the middle of my Ph.D.
program.
Several participants believed their parents, siblings, or friends felt their pursuit of
higher education past a bachelor’s degree was an act of betrayal to their family or home
community. Many participants experienced a form of cultural suicide (Brookfield, 1990;
Tierney, 1999), a break from their home community. Erica’s family was proud of her for
getting a college degree, but things changed when she did not come home.
It was definitely a marker of success if you could get your kids to go to
college. They were supposed to get their degree, then move back home,
get married and serve the local community. The worst thing to do was to

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

126

stay away and become a city slicker. Staying in [urban area] was a
betrayal to my family. I have to go out of my way to prove to my family
that I’m not a city slicker. Bigger than getting a degree was moving here.
So was going to graduate school. I gave up fitting in with my family, my
town, my dating. My parents didn’t try fixing me up with anyone from
back home once I went to graduate school. I gave up my home.
Many participants reported their family members taught them to be dutiful
daughters and good workers, and their teachers taught them to be obedient students.
Some participants reported that they came to expect failure and fear success. Almost
every participant experienced the imposter syndrome both as students and as student
affairs staff, all the while trying to fit in both at work and at home. Many women –
particularly those from farming backgrounds – spoke of learning a lesson that people in
general, and women in particular, should not be too “showy” or “flashy.” Debra talked
about the conflicts between lessons taught at home and at work.
I was raised to be a good girl, a good dutiful girl which meant not being
too showy or flashy and being much more humble and that’s impacted my
work in student affairs in a couple of ways. On the one hand, I don’t want
to be seen as too showy so I don’t have my diplomas up on the wall or
display the medal I won for campus leadership. I think showing off is
designed to make people feel like you’re better than them. I don’t want to
intimidate students, so I just don’t put those things up. But my former
supervisor, an African American woman who was the director of the
TRIO Program, told me to do that is to be a poor role model, because I’m
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not teaching people how to be confident leaders. I feel torn between the
values I was raised with, which was you’re a good girl if you are not heard
and stay in the background. You can do good things, just don’t brag about
it and rub other people’s faces in it. But here I’m getting taught all these
lessons about how important it is to call professors by their first name, to
put them on notice that I’m their equal. I am horribly, horribly
uncomfortable with that.
Participants’ and their families’ understanding of their class identity played out
differently. Some have “drunk the Kool Aid” and fully embraced middle class, with
disdain for those who have not made the same choice. Their families experienced social
mobility, they “married up,” bought in, and cannot conceive why others do not do the
same. Sheila, for example, prefers to “live the life of the mind,” valuing intellection and
the arts. She does not care for a specific member of her partner’s family, a woman who
does not share her own value of education.
This woman says, ‘Well, you don’t really need . . . if you get through high
school, that’s good enough, good for you. Look at me, look at what a
success I’ve made out of my life.’ And we just do not view that she has
made a success out of her life and we’ve discovered fairly recently that
she has actively . . . well, she did not let her own children go to college.
She let her daughter go for one semester but told her part way through
when she called home homesick that she could quit and so her daughter
literally built a house in the backyard. They own a greenhouse, they all
work together 24/7 – that would drive me insane. She doesn’t value
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education and we’ve recently discovered that she actively discourages
both her own kids and nieces, nephews, cousins from pursuing education.
I’ve never met anyone who is kind of anti-education like that – before her.
Sheila believes everyone should go to college and aim for something more than
their parents had. She has fully embraced the middle or upper class lifestyle and values
as her own.
Others remain completely loyal to the working class, feeling “outclassed” in
higher education and, in some ways, getting in their own way in terms of career
advancement. I hesitate to suggest the women are responsible for their own lack of
mobility in the field, because I do not want to engage in deficit ideology by blaming the
problems of asymmetrical power relations on those at the bottom rather than on the
systems that create those inequities. Instead, I would suggest educational systems, by
design, teach people to stay in their place. When individuals adopt behaviors that keep
them from achieving class mobility, it is because they learned to value and embrace those
behaviors.
I also hesitate to suggest that mobility is always desirable. In fact, for some
participants, the notion that a “good” woman, in general, and student affairs professional,
in particular, should be ambitious and seek career advancement is reflective of the upper
class perspective so dominant in higher education. Carol talked about how she always
thought people who invested heavily in their careers had issues in their families and
personal lives. She remembered friends whose families may have had important jobs and
good salaries, but maybe struggled with alcoholism, or worked so much they lost their
families and wound up divorced.
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You know, sometimes I feel like I’m . . . hmm, I don’t want to say it this
way, like I’m kind of faking being a professional because in reality, family
is so really important to me and I feel like that is tied back to my class.
When you’re in a working class background – people work to put food on
the table, it’s not about being this well-rounded professional, that’s really
not what my family was focused on. My dad is very proud of what he
does, he works hard, it’s a very honest living. And my dad will talk about
his job sometimes but it’s not like that’s the focus of his life, the focus of
his life is his family. And so that’s been the way that my family is – I do
things with my husband as well. And when I talk to people, and maybe
everyone is doing this, it’s kind of like I’m putting on that I’m really
engaged in my profession, which I am – I’m not saying that I’m not, it’s
just that I feel like I’m living a double life sometimes. There’s the family
side to me which is really important but there’s a professional side and I
do plan to go back and get my doctorate and do things like that, but when
I’m with people it’s like this other piece of me, I guess. I don’t really
know how to explain it and I’m sure that there are other people who are
like me but there’s a lot of people who their profession really does seem to
be their whole life, especially people who are my age, in their upper-20s
or early 30s, they’re not on to that family side of their life yet, they
haven’t quite gotten there or maybe they’re just starting it whereas I have
been fully engaged in it for eight years now. So, again, sometimes I feel
like, I don’t know, like their identity is very different than mine is.
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Those whose families existed at the poles of full assimilation or strong working
class affiliation tended to engage in what critical race theorists call interest convergence
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). This means that, as White people, some participants saw
themselves as connected to the oppression of people of color only when it served their
interests to do so. For example, some participants said they knew what oppression feels
like because of their class disadvantage. This motivated them to work for social justice
because it advanced their own interest of wanting to be a “good” White person or a caring
woman, as well as because they wanted to end oppression. People who work against
oppression because of self-interest or altruism (Edwards, 2006) could be unconsciously
enacting interest convergence by working against racism for people of color, rather than
with them.
Whether they presently identified as solidly working class or solidly upper class,
some participants ignored the role their White identity played in their experiences. Those
participants identifying as upper class might express their belief that everyone could
make it if they worked hard enough, as if their White privilege had nothing to do with
their own advancement. Those participants still in working class settings found it easier
to comment on their class disadvantage without much, if any, acknowledgement of how
they experienced advantages relative to people of color in the same class position.
Those who would describe themselves as border crossers were most likely to
acknowledge the complexity of the intersections of their identity and how that influenced
the treatment they received in various social institutions. For example, border crosser
participants would recognize the privilege their race affords them, not using their class
disadvantage as a way of avoiding responsibility for that privilege. Laura, for example,
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noted that although her class disadvantaged her, her race privileged her. For her, being
White meant there were fewer barriers to achieving mobility. “There’s more fluidity
being white and that class ladder is much more achievable in my mind for someone with
my skin color and I do think that while there are a whole set of privileges that go with
that.”
Participants spoke of how their class background may have caused their teachers
to treat them as inferior or less capable in school, but those same teachers would at least
not treat them as criminals because of their racial privilege. Jan, whose family moved
into an urban area when she was young, remembered a few incidents that illustrated her
understanding of race and class.
I remember going places with my Black friends when I was a teenager and
seeing how they were treated, but somebody wasn’t doing the same thing
to me. Some of my friends had more than we did. Not that I would steal,
but if you look at the means, she can pay for this more than I can, but
because she’s Black, they follow her but never me. They experienced
racism, which was awful, at the same time I was going hungry. I
remember there were nights, always toward the end of the month, when it
felt like the entire neighborhood was walking down to the local church to
get food. My baby sister, I’ve talked to her about it, and she said – she
used to think that’s how you went out to eat. She didn’t realize that . . .
because she was 7 so she wouldn’t know. She thought, ‘Oh everybody,
we’re going out to eat now.’ My other sister and I, the one who is just 11
months younger than me, were very much aware of it, ‘This is because we
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have no food in the house and this is really shameful.’ But we were
hungry we had no choice. Then you would see cars drive by and even if
they weren’t looking at you, at 12 and 13, you’re so self-absorbed that you
think everyone is looking at you anyway, but then being aware, ‘OK, I
think they’re looking at me because we’re a bunch of poor people walking
down here to get food.’ I remember so many moments of awareness of
how do I look to other people, how it would change depending on where I
was. I think if you’re from middle – you don’t have to think about that,
you don’t have to think about being White, you don’t have to think about
anything. For me, being poor and then being around just other people
from other racial and ethnic backgrounds, I couldn’t not see it [racism]. I
mean I just could not not see it. When I was in college I would get
irritated when there would be conversations about race and somebody
White would say, ‘They’re just being over sensitive.’ I would be like, ‘No
they’re not. That’s their experience. I’ve seen it.’ They never had to see
it.
The vast majority of the study participants found themselves trying to negotiate
multiple identities. Unlike Hurst’s study of working class college women (2007), where
she divided participants into renegades (fully embraced middle class) and loyalists
(stayed true to roots) with just a footnote for double agents, most of the women in my
study were absolutely double agents in terms of class. The fact that they were both White
and female made it possible for them to play the role of a double agent or hybrid. They
could “pass” both at home and at work, mostly. Many participants recognized that
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passing is not available to other “minority” groups in higher education settings. Their
ability to “pass” both at home and at work produced both negative reactions (guilt,
shame, doubt) and positive ones (pride, power, focus).
Additional identities also influenced one’s classed experience. Participants often
commented on the way they enacted gender roles, in general, and motherhood, in
particular, according to class expectations. Participants frequently discussed either their
own choices to raise children or their relationships to their mother as significant elements
of their sense of self, all influenced by their class of origin. All of the women who were
raising children spoke of the importance of providing a positive example to their children.
They wanted to complete undergraduate and graduate degrees as role models to their
children, showing them women had many more occupational and educational choices
than perhaps their grandmothers may have had. They also noticed that most student
affairs professional associations were not mother-friendly, and many work sites were not
family-friendly. The field frequently requires long hours and many evening and weekend
commitments. This is more challenging for those with responsibilities for raising
children or caring for other family members. Becky talked at length about trying to
balance her family and work responsibilities.
That’s been a huge challenge for me just to figure out that balance. These
student affairs type positions usually . . . unless you’re a classified staff
and you’re protected by certain rules… you’re just kind of at the mercy of
your employer. It’s just kind of ‘Do what we say or you don’t have a job
and we’ll find someone else to replace you’ and there’s not a whole lot out
there so you’re kind of stuck doing whatever they want. And we had a

CONSTRUCTING CLASS
really hard time. I used to come home in tears just about every night when
I used to work at [name of school] because it was not friendly at all, and I
was constantly working late nights and weekends – it was just constant.
That’s always been a struggle just trying to work a regular type of
schedule and being able to be home because I have to be there for my
daughter to get off the bus at a certain time and my son, pick him up from
daycare before we get home. We only have two days a week of daycare
right now because that’s all we can afford. You add more daycare, you
add more costs and my part-time status wouldn’t work for us if we had to
do more than that in daycare. So that’s been hard. So that’s something –
just being a working mom has been difficult. The other struggle was when
I had my son – I was pregnant with my son and I was going to be breast
feeding and there was nowhere for me to do it. There was a place way
across campus – I would have to take all my stuff and walk way far from
my office to the Women’s Center and they had a room but other than that
there was just . . . I had a window so you could see right in my office,
there was just no privacy, my door didn’t even shut all the way and that
just wasn’t really respected I guess. That wasn’t much of a priority – it
was for the Women’s Center, they were really fighting for it but the rest of
the university didn’t really understand that [the needs of working
mothers].
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Perceptions of Labor
Another theme that emerged from the interviews was the way in which one’s
class of origin and current class identity shaped perceptions of labor. I found a great
division between those who saw themselves primarily as workers and those that saw
themselves as professionals. The former, often those from farming backgrounds and/or
poverty backgrounds, talked about seeing themselves as laborers or workers. They
thought about their jobs as jobs, not necessarily as careers. Becky describes her work in
the field of student affairs as follows:
I sort of fell into what I’m doing now because of my experience and I’m
not sure yet what I’ll end up doing long term. For now, I have a good job
with excellent benefits that allows me to have enough income for my
family, great health insurance and the ability to stay home more with my
one year old son and 11 year old daughter.
Gretchen recalls learning lessons early in her childhood about what she should be
expecting from the world of work. “My upbringing was head down, do your work, be
glad about your job and aspirational jobs are not really what you’re looking for. You’re
looking for benefits and a strong, maybe, union.”
The women who saw themselves as workers with jobs, as opposed to
professionals with careers, were quick to mention how they could not complain about
long working hours or poor working conditions, because they knew what hard labor
looked like and they had no right to complain. Their sense was that a good job was one
with benefits, and since many of their family members still engaged in demanding
physical labor, they were in no position to discuss their own work as challenging in any
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way. As an example, Mary thinks about her dad a lot and the physical labor he endured
throughout his life.
When I think about work ethic, he’s probably the person I model the most
or that I pit everybody else against. I sit behind a desk. I’m not lifting and
carrying and pulling and whatever that he had to do most of his life. I’ve
got a desk job and that’s an easy job – cushy.
Jasmine was one of several participants who had similar feelings comparing their
work to their family’s work. Jasmine’s dad is 74 years old and still working the farm,
“putting in a longer day than I do setting behind a frickin’ desk. Hello! There’s a little
unequalness there.” This high standard of what constitutes a full workday is something
participants found lacking in their colleagues and sometimes, their students.
Often, the study participants who saw themselves as workers were proud of
staying in front-line or direct-service work such as advising or financial aid. They saw
those that rose to the top as overly ambitious, sometimes even selling out. Judy works in
admissions for a highly selective professional program that prepares health care
providers. She is proud of the way she pays attention to issues of equity related to
socioeconomic class. However, she thinks her boss “doesn’t get it.”
My boss said to me, ‘You’re so obsessed with this dichotomy between the
haves and the have-nots. You’re so on that all the time, these people have
and these people have not – why is that?’ And I said, ‘Because I want to
believe so badly that if somebody works hard enough and wants it bad
enough they can still achieve whatever they want to achieve.’ And he
said, ‘That’s naïve.’ And I thought, ‘I hope it’s not. If I ever have the
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authority to be able to make the decision, it won’t be that way for me.’ I
asked him, ‘Why doesn’t it bother you?’ I said, ‘Doesn’t it bother you?’
And he said, ‘No, it really doesn’t.’ And I thought, ‘That’s because you’re
a have.’
The participants who identified as workers, having a job more than a career,
commented that those who move up in an organization are rarely the hardest workers.
The workers, also known as the “GSD” or “get shit done” women, tended to stay in the
direct service areas. In addition, they often – though not exclusively – valued the
practical over the theoretical. In many ways, their beliefs about work represent the values
of their class of origin, which makes them ideal candidates for a profession that demands
you work nights and weekends and make sacrifices of your own time for the benefit of
your institution or the students you are serving.
Other participants, some cautiously, embraced their role as professionals. Jenny,
an associate dean, talked about growing up as a worker but transforming into a
professional. She said her value for working hard stems from her upbringing, where she
learned to show up, always present and engaged. “But I didn't learn about truly engaging
in a profession until much later--or perhaps I'm still learning this one.” Participants like
Jenny who viewed themselves as professionals recognized that the skills of networking
and career advancement did not seem to come as easily to them as they seemed to come
to others, particularly those whose families had deep histories in higher education. While
they embraced the role of a professional, sometimes as a sign of respectability,
participants also knew student affairs professionals remain a feminized and classed group
within academia. The gendered nature of the profession gives it less status within the
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academy (Hughes, 1989; Blackhurst, 2000), and the work itself is a form of emotional
labor (Hochschild, 1983), demanding the women care for others at the expense of their
own needs.
Habits of Class
Finally, the study participants reflected on the habits they developed in their youth
that either gave them strength or held them back. Many acknowledged that they continue
to work well over 60 hours per week, partly because they do not see the work as true
labor, partly because they are experiencing the imposter syndrome and overwork as a
way to compensate, and partly because they see labor as something you just do – without
complaining – until the work is done. Karen said it directly, “I’ve worked a lot of places
and done a lot of things and I do them well, but usually I feel like I’m faking it and I’m
going to find out that I really don’t know what I’m doing.” Jasmine, one of the “farm
girls,” talked about how different the work ethic seemed between herself and her peers.
I can tell, particularly in this office and other offices I’ve been in since
getting into higher education, the work ethic is exceptionally different and
I’ve been told, ‘You know, you’re making other people look bad because
you’re working too hard.’ I don’t know how to do anything else. I
compensate for what I don’t know by working hard – I don’t know how
not to do that.
Jasmine was one of ten participants who reported their bosses told them they were
making other people look bad because they were working too hard, but participants felt
incapable of doing any less. Life-work balance, something preached in the field, is hard
for many in this study to achieve. Kaci indicated, “We do a great job of speaking it [the
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importance of life-work balance] but we do a really shitty job of acting it.” She took only
two days off her first year on her current job, and carried over 140 hours of vacation. If
she ever is off-campus, she still checks email “because I know that there is no one else on
campus that is doing the job that I do and so if I take this day off it only means there is
double the work there the next day.” For many study participants, the norm is working
from sun-up until sundown, so it would be incomprehensible to do any less or ask for
assistance or a break when one needs help.
Other skills participants reported repeating in adulthood even when they no longer
serve them well include both the very practical and the more complex. Practical
behaviors included over-tipping, buying cheap socks and continuing to darn them even
though you know you can afford higher quality socks, avoiding answering the phone
because you used to avoid bill collectors, not applying for a job unless you meet every
single qualification. Behaviors that are more complex included caring for other people’s
egos and emotional needs above your own, either spending every dollar you have or
penny-pinching even though it is no longer necessary, thinking what you do is not “real”
work.
I have divided the results of the study into two major threads of analysis: the
structural patterns that demonstrate how people are able to achieve more or less class
mobility within specific social institutions and the personal experiences related to the
intersections of identity along class, gender, and race. The following chapters will
explore each of these areas, drawing on reproduction theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990)
for the structured patterns and the theoretical model of multiple dimensions of identity
(Jones & McEwen, 2000) for the interpersonal experiences.
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CHAPTER SIX: STRUCTURED PATTERNS OF BECOMING A STUDENT
AFFAIRS PROFESSIONAL
In the previous chapter, I outlined the basic results of this study, wherein I
classified participants by their degrees into three groups: a doctoral group, a masters’
group, and a bachelors’ group. I identified structured patterns regarding school,
professional growth, and partners/children that help either move people towards an
advanced degree and likely higher career achievement or, conversely, keep them
grounded. I also outlined common experiences that cut across these groups, such as those
related to family, perceptions of labor, and habits of class. In this first analysis chapter, I
construct a theory of mobility within the profession of student affairs. I explore how
systems such as families, schools, and professional associations shape class experiences,
particularly at the poles of the grounded and the lifted groups. In the following analysis
chapter, I explore personal experiences of family, perceptions of labor, and habits of
class, particularly for the women who located themselves in the middle and not at the
poles.
Structural patterns exist within the doctoral, masters’, and bachelors’ groups.
Members in each of the groups generally describe themselves in the field of student
affairs in one of three different ways. The women in the doctoral group primarily would
say, “I am a student affairs professional.” The women in the masters’ group would be
more likely to say, “I pass for a student affairs professional.” The women in the
bachelors’ group would say, “I work in a college setting.” Figure 6.1 below illustrates the
three groups, noting how engaging in grounding structural patterns moved participants
towards the bachelors’ or worker pole, while engaging in lifting structural patterns moved

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

141

participants towards the doctoral or professional pole. Those in the middle, the masters’
or straddler group, often reported “passing” as a student affairs professional. The
majority of participants found themselves in this middle.

Figure 6.1: Structured patterns influence the direction of one’s career mobility.

Families and Early Schooling Experiences
From a systems level, the process of becoming a student affairs professional
begins early in one’s experience with schools. Participants whose teachers identified
them as gifted or whose families provided them access to highbrow cultural activities told
different stories than those whose families had limited material or cultural capital. Take,
for example, the stories of Marilyn, Sheila, and Kathy, all women in the “professional”
group. Marilyn was the first in her family to attend college and her family always
expected college attendance. Her parents started college savings accounts for her when
she was young. “I guess I always knew I was going and I always knew there was money
for me to go.”
Sheila’s family also started saving for her college education early. Her mother’s
income was exclusively for that purpose. As she reflects on her childhood, she
remembers that going to college was always an expectation her family had for her.
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Those kinds of messages that education is important, we assume you will
go, we are making sacrifices for you to go. I remember kind of more
vague family conversations, especially comparing us with a group of
cousins. My parents encouraged us. In the summer we would go to music
camp or we would have lessons of some sort or another, whereas this set
of cousins, their parents expected them to start working the minute they
were old enough. For them, it was all about income and for us it was more
about development and learning and the messages were just very, very
different.
Kathy’s parents were also investing in her future. She was a dancer who
competed nearly every weekend, and that is what drove her parents into working
overtime as much as they did. They wanted to invest in her passion, and they were not
the only ones who recognized her talents.
I’m a high achieving person, have been since elementary school. I’ve
been extremely involved which people who go into student affairs I think
a lot of times tend to be the over involved and I definitely fit that bill. So
growing up, people would always make assumptions that my family was
wealthy and/or my parents were educated because I am achieving a lot and
that must mean that I have parents who are. And so that was very much a
stress point for me growing up, to have answer the question, when people
would ask me, ‘What do you parents do?’ I did not like that question, it
was something I didn’t…I didn’t have peace with my parents not being
formally educated until probably like post-undergrad.
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Women from the professional group often had family members and teachers
encouraging them to pursue their passion, to utilize their gifts, to go to college. Women
from the worker group had different experiences. They came from farm families or from
urban poverty. The self-described “farm girls” knew their experience was different from
their peers. Morgan remembered her high school experience as more limited than her
peers because of the additional responsibilities at home.
We had to bale hay, or if people were out in the field then you were
making their dinner or milking the cows and then driving the tractor and
that kind of stuff. I feel like sometimes I was limited in extracurricular
options….some of the extra stuff I never felt like I could do or got to do.
It’s a different lifestyle.
Jasmine finds herself frustrated with what she perceives as a lack of a work ethic
in current students, because their lives seem so distant from her own.
I had to WORK for everything I have. Did I have food on the table
growing up? Yes, we had a large garden that I weeded every week
during the summer, planted in the spring, harvested in the fall. Did we
have meat to eat? Yes, we would butcher a cow that couldn’t get bred or
pig that wouldn’t stay pregnant; we purchased 75 chicks in May and
butchered them in July. We milked 50 cows in the morning and at night.
I had nine siblings and we were on a barn and house chore rotation…so,
no one was NOT doing work. There was many a winter day we would
be sawing wood before school and would miss the bus and would have
to be driven in so we could cut wood.
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Jasmine was not involved in school activities or identified as “college-material”
when she was in school, and that was okay by her. She and fellow farm girl Debra talked
at length about how their families thought people with book smarts had no common
sense. They valued someone with practical skills, who could fix an auger or could work
from sunup to sundown. Debra remembers growing up hearing, “Oh those people who
are book smart, no common sense – book smart but can’t do anything.” There was great
pride taken in one’s work. However, for some women, there was also great shame.
Becky, another woman in the “worker” category who grew up in an urban setting,
remembered being embarrassed about her status as a child, and the resulting need for
stability she now carries.
We’d always get phone calls from bill collectors and my mom would always tell
me to tell them that she wasn’t home. I always had to play along with this little
thing. It was really hard and really frustrating. I was always embarrassed…just
hated it. I don’t want my kids to ever feel that shame, like they don’t want their
friends to come over. Stability is a big thing for me that I didn’t have as a kid.
Whether it was taking pride in working the farm, or feeling embarrassed about
lack of material possessions, the “worker” women had different experiences in school
than their “professional” peers, who received messages about the value of education and
received support to pursue it.
Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) suggest that social institutions such as schools and
families reproduce class divisions. In this case, the family’s dispositions and stated
values, their habitus, influenced the direction of the women. Those who currently
identify as “professionals” were raised in homes where college attendance was expected,
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valued, and supported. This habitus aligns with what one finds in the field of student
affairs within higher education settings. Conversely, those who currently identify as
“workers” grew up in homes were college attendance was neither expected nor
particularly valued. In their homes, work had greater value. That habitus (work is more
important than school) is reflective of that field (working class homes), but it is not
necessarily what one will encounter in student affairs or in higher education, where habits
of the heart or habits of the mind are valued more than habits of the hand or labor.

Typical Student Affairs Path
For many who work in student affairs, the socialization process begins with their
own experience as undergraduate students interacting with student affairs professionals.
They often participate in extracurricular activities like student clubs or organizations, and
may work in the field as resident advisors, orientation leaders, student organization
officers, or admissions ambassadors. This leads them to finding a mentor who
encourages them to work in the field, who may help them learn about the different
graduate programs and professional associations that will advance their career. Tull,
Hirt, and Saunders (2009) affirmed that “many have followed the traditional route –
active involvement as undergraduates led them to master’s programs in higher education
and student affairs administration” (p. ix). While other paths into the field are possible,
the message is there is a typical or traditional path, and this was the path followed by
more women in the “professional” group. Those in the “worker” group were outside the
norm.
The “worker” women became aware of the traditional path when they noticed the
ways in which they did not fit the standard. Becky, a student affairs practitioner at a two-
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year institution, worked for two years in a psychiatric hospital after finishing her
undergraduate degree and describes her entry into the field as a different path. “Student
affairs professionals don’t stop out for two years to work at a psych hospital.” She
worked at the hospital so she could have a second shift job, which allowed her to
complete internships for her master’s program in the morning, take classes in the
afternoon, and work late into the night. “It worked out really well for me but it’s not the
traditional path, it’s not what people do.” Becky was very aware that she was unique
both in her graduate program and compared to her current peers. Carol, who also now
works at a two-year institution, describes the “typical” path into the field.
What I consider the typical path is you go to undergrad, you go to grad
school, you do the whole GA thing [working as a graduate assistant, often
as a live-in residence hall director], you live-in, you do that and then you
move around a lot in order to build your career. Well, because of the path
I chose – I got married at 23 and I had my son at 25 and then I waited a
few years and I had my daughter about a year and a half ago - I was very
limited. My husband would not just pick up and move. He will not just
say, ‘Hey, let’s move to Arizona because you have a great professional
opportunity there.’ For that respect, I actually was hoping to go to
graduate school somewhere else but because of the job situation with him
that was not an option for me. So I chose a school, regionally – in the
state here, it was flexible, it was for working adults and it was very
positive, it was a good experience, again I would not change anything
about it but it was different. You know, I had my son while I was in
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grad[uate] school. I put off doing my final capstone project because I was
pregnant and I needed to take some time off. That to me is not the typical
route, not the way most people do it.
Participants frequently reported this sense of being out of step with one’s peers in
the field of student affairs. Patsy recalls that she was in a traditionally aged graduate
school cohort, with most everyone coming straight from their undergraduate experience.
She remembered that everyone had a car, so each could go back home or even around
town. She and one other student relied on others for rides. She believed most everyone
in her cohort had a relationship with their family that meant they could call upon their
family for additional support or resources. She did not have those benefits, and knew that
her peers did not even realize they possessed that benefit or privilege. She felt different
in other, less visible, ways.
That was the other thing. We didn’t talk about it. How you knew [you
were from the working class and others weren’t]? They didn’t talk
about money. I talked about it all the time. ‘I got this pair of shoes for
$5.’ And I would brag about my thrift store finds. And so people
thought that was funny and endearing but I learned that, because I was
breaking these rules, you don’t talk about the deal you got. I talk about
money all the time. I ask about money, I let people know how much I
was making. So I think at first I just thought people think I’m just
funny, they just think I have a funny sense of humor and in some ways
you might say that they were laughing at me, like she doesn’t have any
idea of what a buffoon she’s being even though they cared about me.
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Many study participants echoed this sense of being different from their graduate
school peers. Erica, a student affairs practitioner currently working at a private
institution, had worked for a few years before enrolling in a fairly prestigious graduate
school out of state. She selected the school because someone she had worked with had
gone there, not because she knew there were variations in programs’ reputations. She
knew she was different from others because most had just finished their undergraduate
degrees and did not have any full-time work experience. They also had very specific
ideas about why students should go to college that did not align with her experiences.
There was this assumption that students should appreciate liberal arts;
that anyone going to college to get a job was missing out on the bigger
picture. That really bothered me. Why else would someone go to
college if not to get a job? That’s why I was in graduate school…to
get a better job. And they made it seem like that was a bad thing.
That I should just love to learn. Who has the time and money for that?
I knew we came from different worlds.
Jasmine was also aware of how she did not fit the norm both in her graduate
studies and when she was first applying for jobs in higher education. She had been
working as a camp director for an organization that served people with disabilities and
had done college visits to recruit students as summer workers. During those college
visits, she met a director of a student disability resource center and learned he had a
master’s in counseling, so she decided she should get that, too. She applied to programs
close to home that had no Graduate Record Examination (GRE) requirement or
application fee. She remembered wearing a suit for the interview day, and “could not
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wait to rip that suit off. I was like, ‘Oh my God, I’m free.’ I thought I better get in just
for wearing that frickin suit!” She received admission and completed her degree while
working a full-time job and graduate internships. But when she tried applying for jobs
with her master’s degree, she found the credential was not enough.
Higher education is not too nice, I mean seriously. They’re really all
about their own. They’re inbred, really. You’ve got to start in higher
education from the get-go, that’s got to be your dream in some way,
shape, or form. I was interviewing for positions and I had a lot of
strong, transferable skills from being a camp director. I had interviews
but I wasn’t being offered any positions because I couldn’t answer, ‘So
what have you done in higher education? How did you come up through
higher education? Did you take your hits being a hall director or being
an RA or being in activities?’ And I wasn’t. We didn’t have all of that
stuff. I just wanted to work with students.
The women in the “worker” group knew they did not follow the traditional path
into the field of student affairs, but those in the “professional” group did participate in the
traditional route. They were undergraduate leaders, were mentored into the field, and
were encouraged along the way. Again, this fits with Bourdieu and Passeron’s notion of
reproduction. The “professionals” had access to social capital through mentors and
access to cultural capital through their involvement in student affairs as undergraduate
students. Sonja is a great example of this.
I had cousins who had been R.A.s [resident advisors] and things like
that…and so I applied to be an R.A. and I had a very fortunate
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circumstance of having my first year experience teacher, first year
seminar teacher be the vice president of student affairs. I had some
opportunities there to get to know different things…I ended up first
getting involved as an R.A. and then my hall director at that point had a
collateral assignment as the advisor to the programming board. So I got
involved with the programming board and slowly transitioned into
student affairs and through my work with the vice president, was able to
do an internship with the Dean of Students, and just kind of . . . they all
kind of kept pushing me along and I made my way into student affairs.
Sonja’s mentors talked to her about the various graduate programs she could
pursue, outlining the benefits of each type of program in terms of funding and prestige.
Her mentors continue to support her progress in the field, as they advise her about joining
professional associations and building her network effectively. This did not happen for
everyone who was a resident advisor, a common undergraduate student employment
position amongst student affairs professionals. Denise, a member of the “worker”
category, was a resident advisor, worked in college security, and managed food service
on the weekend. Her positions were all work-study, part of a financial aid package
intended to provide student employment wages to help cover tuition expenses. She
sensed that having extra jobs kept her from making residence life her sole focus, and
students who devoted all of their time to the department were the kinds of resident
advisors who supervisors noticed. Not her. “I never had a hall director say, ‘You’d be
great at this... you should go into student affairs.’” She believes this is not because she
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was not good at the work, but because her ability to “make residence life my life” was
limited by her need to work other jobs to earn more money to stay in school.
The stories remind me of Hurst’s study (2007) of White working class female
undergraduate students, where most chose to either follow the path of a renegade
(assimilating into the middle class) or follow the path of a loyalist (staying true to one’s
working class roots). In this study, those that followed a more typical student affairs path
got farther more quickly, as a renegade would. Those that followed the path of loyalists
by working instead of being involved in extra-curricular activities, by delaying graduate
studies in favor of working, by staying close to home, were less likely to progress as
quickly or as far in the field. Hurst described a third path – the double agent – in the
footnotes of her study. Many of the participants in this study identified as double agents,
having some access to social mobility like the renegades, but also consciously making
decisions that keep them connected to their roots like the loyalists.
Kathy developed mentors and was heavily involved in student affairs as an
undergraduate. Her mentor encouraged her to attend an out-of-state prestigious student
affairs master’s program that she herself completed. Kathy was less sure about that
option. She remembers her mentor was “all about me going to [name of school] because
that’s where she went.” And although she wanted to go, she believed her class impacted
her self-perception, holding her back because she was afraid to “compete with people that
clearly are better and know more.” She learned a local state school had a program she
could attend with full tuition remission, so she chose that path. Her mentor “was like,
‘What the hell are you doing?’ I know she was not pleased, but at the same time I think
that my socioeconomic class impacted that grad school decision for me.” She made
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decisions based on the very real short-term economic costs rather than the potential longterm economic gains, and she retained a sense of inadequacy – that others were superior –
she had developed in her youth. This double agent had a door opened for her, but chose
not to cross over.
Understanding who “fits” in the field of student affairs requires paying attention
to who defines us, how we reproduce those norms, and at what consequence. Bourdieu
and Passeron (1990) would use the term habitus to describe the norms established for a
particular group within a particular field. In this study, I sought to understand the habitus
of student affairs professionals regarding class in the context of institutions of higher
education. Through the stories from participants, I could see the ways in which graduate
programs and professional associations did the classifying.

Graduate Preparation Programs
Every study participant either enrolled in or completed graduate studies, most in
student affairs or higher education administration. They recall conversations in their
graduate course work about “diversity” were limited to race, and on occasion, sexual
orientation. When the issue of diversity arose, it was often in the frame of individual
disadvantage (e.g., students of color being less successful at predominantly White
institutions). Conversations in their graduate classrooms about the social conditions that
produced those results (i.e., institutional racism) were less common.
Patsy remembered raising the topic of class for discussion in her graduate
program, but learned the instructors and her classmates were not very interested in the
topic. Like most student affairs programs, her program had a course studying the
American college student and “we’d talk about race, we’d talk about all these different
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things but we almost never really talked about class.” When she attempted to raise the
issue, she found it made people uncomfortable.
There definitely were some students in our cohort who clearly came from
owning class, upper middle class backgrounds and lots of privilege and
had a whole lot of guilt as they were learning. So they didn’t want to
forward the conversation, so then I felt like, ‘OK, I’m making them feel
bad, I’m disrupting.’
Patsy remembers the professor saying, “Oh, and class for you, dear” whenever the
topic of diversity was raised, as if class was not an issue for anyone else. Carol
remembers talking about first-generation college students in her graduate program, but
was disappointed they only talked about challenges the students faced – as if none of the
people in the room were possibly facing the same challenges, and as if being firstgeneration was exclusively bad. She said, “Nobody ever asked, ‘How can we celebrate
where they come from too?’” It left her wondering, “Well I’m a first-generation college
student, how am I weird? How does that make me different from everyone else here?”
Laura also believes the field of student affairs does not adequately address issues of class.
I find it interesting that in the student affairs community we regularly
discuss other aspects of identity (especially racial and sexual orientation
identities) but we rarely talk about class either in reference to ourselves or
the students we work with. Class identity typically only comes up in
conversation when I am discussing my background with incoming
students and their parents. Mentioning my working class background
provides a mechanism to connect with students from similar backgrounds

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

154

who may be hesitant about finding a good fit in college. Interestingly, it
also provokes congratulatory remarks from those who don't share my
working class identity, as if to imply I should be proud to have overcome
this aspect of my childhood identity.
Like many other study participants, Laura noticed that class was absent from most
readings about students in higher education, from most classroom conversations, and
from the perspective of most of her classmates and professors. In fact, when she was
pursuing her doctorate, she started to question whether she really wanted to pursue the
advanced degree. She talked with her faculty advisor about her sense of the lack of fit
between her studies and her core identity. She was not certain she wanted to finish the
terminal degree she had started.
When I started to explore these concerns and was really questioning why I
was where I was and what I wanted to do my graduate advisor said,
‘You’re just always going to let your poor uneducated upbringing bring
you down aren’t you?’ I was like, ‘Oh, and thank you for helping me
make the decision to get out of this relationship. I’m kind of done.’
She describes how people tended to see her background as something she
overcame (or should strive to overcome), something quaint and colorful from her past.
She remains uncomfortable about the ways in which those in higher education in general,
and student affairs in particular, can generalize about those from working classes in a
way that is condescending, patronizing, and objectifying.
Most women commented on the ways in which their class background intersected
with their racial or gender identity in the graduate classroom setting. The majority of
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participants knew that because they identified as White and had learned the formal
language of the academy as undergraduates, they could pass for middle class and people
assumed they were middle class until they revealed otherwise. A few women talked
about how the language at home was much coarser than the language of school, and their
classmates could tell if they had spent much time at home. Patsy remembered how her
classmates would say, “We know you’ve had a break, every other word you just said was
fuck.” She definitely got the message that “nice girls don’t talk like that,” understanding
that she was violating a gender norm as well as a class norm.

Professional Associations
In addition to learning how to talk like a student affairs professional while in
graduate school, most participants reported learning how to behave like a student affairs
professional through involvement with professional organizations. Carol, a member of
both national and regional professional associations, reports feeling outclassed at the
national level. She said it was clear that your graduate school alma mater and the
institution at which you currently worked seemed very important to other association
members at the national level. “People pay attention to how you’re credentialed.” She
reported that at the national conference, the first thing asked is “Where did you go to
graduate school?” If the questioner has not heard of the program, they start to tune you
out. She quickly learned to downplay the fact that she waited a few years to go to
graduate school.
Talking about my kids is probably not the first thing I talk about. It’s not
that I’m embarrassed by it, it’s just having that different path, sometimes I
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wonder if they think that I’m not as good as them or that I really don’t
know as much or haven’t had the experiences I should have.
Carol notes that many people her age in the national association are doctoral
candidates who are single and without kids.
…which is great and I’m happy for them. I cannot do it right now
because first of all there’s no programs in [my region], I would have to
drive two hours to do anything even remotely similar. So that’s just not
possible for me and to try to explain, ‘Well, you know, I have two kids
and they’re little and I teach part-time.’ Having to explain all of that,
people don’t care and to a certain extent I feel like it makes me less of a
professional because I’m not moving to that next step and I very much
feel that with [the national organization.]
Carol experiences the regional associations as places “where you can let your
guard down a bit,” as you are more likely to encounter women who are less interested in
advancing their careers and more involved with their families. The regional opportunities
are certainly much less expensive than national conferences, where the combination of
conference fee, airfare and hotel can run over $2000 for four days. Compared to a
regional drive-in workshop that typically costs under $150, the national conferences are
simply off limits for those women working in institutions that provide little or no
professional development funding. Many of these participants mentioned being unable to
justify the expense from their own personal budget, even at times when supervisors and
colleagues expected participation in the associations, assuming the participants could
simply afford any expense.
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Patsy remembers being a doctoral student who could not get travel funding unless
she was presenting a paper. Her peers suggested that not attending two national
conferences made it seem like she was not committed as a professional. She recognized
they were giving her a message about normative behaviors for the field, and how others
would negatively interpret the choices that she made based on limited finances.
That was the social capital – to attend and schmooze and network. Now I
don’t know that I really believe that quite honestly but that’s what was
perpetuated and so there’s this way that you feel not as important and not
as networked [if you do not attend].
She remembers asking her cohort about how they could afford to pay for
everything upfront, not knowing when or if they could be reimbursed, and their response
was to simply put it on a credit card.
So I had to get one. And then I was like, people would give me a credit
card and I don’t have a job? I didn’t understand that. And I didn’t carry –
to this day, I don’t carry a balance. Maybe once in a blue moon but I
break out in hives if I have to carry a balance on my credit card.
Jenny had a similar experience of feeling outclassed while she was part of a
national conference planning committee. Just before the conference began, the planning
committee met to make sure everything was working out smoothly. The leader passed
around a sheet upon which everyone was to write his or her name, his or her title, and his
or her cell phone number. Jenny did not yet have a cell phone, and felt a bit mortified
that it seemed everyone else did. She reflects on the overall experience with the
organization, realizing for the first time she has not renewed her membership since
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Again, it’s who’s invited to the table, who leads the organizations? It’s
not the people who are the doers, it’s the people who are the thinkers and
the writers. The doers get to do, they get to be members of associations,
but the thinkers are the leaders. I was on the host committee for
[organization] when we had the conference in [year] and that was a great
experience. I enjoyed that a lot, but that was a terribly intimidating
experience. So I’m here on this board and [the president] welcomes
everyone and goes, ‘Oh my goodness, this is so exciting for everybody to
be here, and some of my closest friends are a part of this group and I think
of how many of us have done grad school together and written different
things together and here we are all at a table and now we’re all in positions
of directors and assistant directors and deans and assistant . . .’ And I’m
sitting here with my lowly little advisor title. And so then we have to go
around the table and introduce ourselves and I’m sitting there going, ‘Oh,
I’m an advisor’ and I wanted to change my position title so badly, to say
something like, ‘I’m the Assistant Director of Advising at [a more
prestigious institution].’ I wanted so badly. Or even to say my last
position. And it was like that struggle of the imposter syndrome – what
the hell am I doing sitting at this table of directors and deans and associate
deans and whatever and I have a new baby at home and I’m just trying to
muddle through with my day-to-day. It was at that time that I was like,
‘I’ll have fun with this and I’ll meet nice people but I don’t know if I can
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make a contribution to [organization].’ I have yet to join again. So after
my stint, I haven’t paid my membership dues to [organization] and I never
even thought about that until today. I haven’t joined in again. I don’t
know how I could engage in that.
Professional associations are places where others affirm or negate one’s identity.
Participants in this study noted that while graduate programs or professional associations
rarely discussed class, class was present everywhere they looked. From the costs of
professional organization membership or conference attendance to the attention paid to
credentialing in programs, class was always present, even if absent from most
conversations. If anyone raised the topic, they did so in the frame of discussions about
low-income students, rarely with an expectation that anyone in the room might be from
that demographic. Laura noticed how student affairs professionals say we value
diversity, but often only discuss racial or sexual orientation identities.
The gender and class aspects of my identity have had, and continue to
have, a profound impact on my professional development, but I have
rarely had the opportunity to reflect upon and discuss these identities in a
professional capacity. I find it interesting that in the student affairs
community we regularly discuss other aspects of identity (especially racial
and sexual orientation identities) but we rarely talk about class either in
reference to ourselves or the students we work with.
Gretchen, a member of the doctoral/professional group, did find comfort in
professional associations. She said they provided her with a space to meet colleagues and
share information. She met friends in the associations, but still found them lacking in
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terms of teaching essential skills necessary for advancement in higher education,
including the ability to turn a critical eye upon ourselves.
[Professional organizations] can be a good place to feel comforted
but…we don’t speak out about the secrets. What’s happening with people
that aren’t like us? What’s happening in institutions that aren’t like us?
How do we break barriers or do some career pathing that’s different?
What are some of the realities that are outside of student affairs that you
have to learn how to manipulate and work through and thrive in? So it’s a
good touch base but I don’t think they have done anything for me from a
networking perspective or teaching me how to build collaborative
relationships. I know that sounds weird but I don’t think . . . that’s not
where I found it . . . I created a bunch of friends but not at all where I
found it. I would not suggest that they don’t have high value, they do, and
especially opportunities to present or get the latest in the field or build
your resume for a variety of reasons and to build a student affairs network
but not beyond that. And that, I think, works against the field.
Professional associations and graduate professional preparation programs both
serve as social institutions, setting the norms, expectations, and habitus for the field.
Whether and how one is involved in these institutions, at the regional or national level for
associations, within more prestigious traditional or online graduate programs, matters.
Class backgrounds influence how a person engages in these social institutions, and how a
person engages in these social institutions further shapes the possibilities of social
mobility.
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Mobility in the Field

In this study, factors that enhanced class mobility were private or prestigious
education, involvement in professional associations, and networks. Those who “moved
up” in the field were likely to engage in highbrow cultural activities as a child, especially
if others identified them as gifted either academically or creatively. This is in complete
alignment with reproduction theory, in that participants who “got ahead” had early access
to both social and cultural capital that would regenerate. They were more likely to begin
college as traditional-aged residential students at four-year private and selective public
institutions, and did not transfer to another school as an undergraduate. They likely
completed a master’s degree right away after completing a bachelor’s degree, in a
traditional graduate program designed for full-time study, and may have started or
completed a doctoral degree. It is likely they left their state of origin for college,
graduate school, or one of their early positions in the field.
Though everyone says they fell into student affairs, those in the doctoral group
had mentors while those in the bachelors’ group “accidentally fell in backwards” with no
mentoring. Because of mentorship in the field, those in the doctoral group tended to
become actively involved in professional associations, particularly at a national level.
This type of involvement requires substantial professional development funds and being
at an institution that supports national instead of regional involvement. Those who
moved “up” skillfully used their networks by partnering with someone from middle or
upper class, and becoming socialized in the field to view “careerism” or
“professionalism” or “ambition” as a positive and not a negative.
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The basic path to mobility in the field suggests that if you want to “get ahead,”
you should follow a traditional college path, not have children, leave your state of origin,
enroll in a selective master’s degree program, attend or work at a private school, get
involved in national professional associations, and partner/marry “up.” Of course, this
means career mobility is only possible for those who can: afford a traditional college
path, have access to the financial means to leave the state, are willing to loosen ties to
family to do so, know about selective master’s degree programs, believe private schools
are places they would be welcomed, can afford national professional associations, and
socialize with those in upper class areas. The notion that advancement is open to
everyone is simply false. As predicted by reproduction theory, only a select few have
access to the resources needed to follow a path into the higher levels of the field. The
women in this study indicated that social mobility is not always desirable or without
consequence, as reflected in their individual life stories.
In sum, there are messages communicated through families, institutions and
professional associations about what matters in terms of education and career. These all
constitute what Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) call pedagogic action, or attempts at
instruction carried out in the family, school, or elsewhere. Through pedagogic action,
individuals learn whether their habitus (disposition or values) is considered appropriate
for their field (student affairs in higher education).
The habitus of the student affairs field tends to be aligned with middle and upper
class beliefs, which affirm that education is a ticket to pull oneself up by the bootstraps,
career advancement through professional associations is the norm, and different
institutions hold different value in our society. The study participants from the doctoral
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group, those that largely embrace their role as student affairs professionals, have gotten to
where they are because of their alignment with the habitus of a traditional student affairs
field. Because of that alignment, participants propel into new environments, accept the
necessary training required to fit in, and seem less torn about moving up. The training, or
pedagogic action, that happens through schools, graduate programs, and professional
associations, functions as a form of symbolic violence in that it is about removing any
traces of your former class and imposing a new set of norms. “All pedagogic action is,
objectively, symbolic violence insofar as it is the imposition of a cultural arbitrary by an
arbitrary power” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, p. 5).
The study participants from the bachelors’ group, those that largely see
themselves as workers for colleges, holding jobs rather than careers, continue to align
themselves with the habitus of working class, which may be valued in technical colleges
but less so elsewhere. This keeps them grounded, in their place – and happily so, for the
most part. The women in this group might express disdain for those at the top, calling
them sellouts or greedy. Of course, having ill will towards those at the top is also a way
to feel better about where you are at, in the middle or the bottom. Rejecting the top also
keeps you from exploring options that might give you a better chance at dismantling an
inequitable system rather than recreating it. The most insidious part of reproduction
theory is not that if you start at the bottom, you are likely to wind up there. That is
unfortunate, but true. People who find career advancement certainly do beat the odds,
but that does not mean everyone can achieve mobility. Rather, the most unsettling part of
reproduction theory, in my opinion, is that you may be delighted to stay where you are at,
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placing your own foot on your own neck to keep you exactly where the system expects
you to be.
In this chapter, I summarized the structured patterns of becoming a student affairs
professional. I demonstrated how early family and schooling experiences influences
college attendance, which influenced paths into the profession. Types of graduate
preparation programs and levels of involvement in professional associations also shaped
class mobility in the field. In the following chapter, I outline the daily lived experiences
of participants.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: INTERPERSONAL DAILY LIVED EXPERIENCES
In the previous chapter, I established the structural patterns that reproduced class,
leaving some individuals more likely to achieve career mobility in student affairs than
others. In this chapter, I look less at the social institutions, and more at the interpersonal
experiences of study participants. Using the voices of study participants, I explore how
class identity is constructed and related to other forms of identity development. I will
outline the strategies individuals use to overcome challenges that arise because of their
class background, such as code-switching and deconstructing professionalism. I
conclude the chapter with a description of how individuals can “pass” as a tool to have
greater influence on what many participants identified as their responsibility to change
the landscape of student affairs in higher education.

Identity Development
Studying the participants’ class identity development over time produces a
recognizable pattern. Their experiences reflect Atkinson, Morten, and Sue’s (1989)
model of minority cultural identity development. Many participants said that in their
earliest years they had little awareness of class distinctions, with many family members
embracing dominant, middle class beliefs about education as a ticket to greater social and
financial success [conformity stage]. However, the participants also describe experiences
that quickly taught them things were not that simple, and that being low-income or firstgeneration meant you had significant disadvantages [dissonance stage].
Some study participants resisted assimilation, rejecting the dominant middle class
aspirations and embracing their working class backgrounds [resistance/immersion stage].
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A good example would be Judy, who was angry with some of the students with whom
she worked that came from higher income backgrounds because of their reaction to a
speaker. She said, “In my head I thought, ‘those silver spooned little creeps.’” She spoke
of the students with great disdain in her voice and recognized the hostility she had
towards them. For Judy, being in the presence of several people who come from higher
income backgrounds makes her defensive or “ornery.” She said she did not begrudge
them what they had, but felt their existence seemed to negate her own; their inability to
see things from her perspective made her feel invisible.
Most participants tried to balance their understanding of class, seeing both
benefits and drawbacks of where they had been and where they are [introspective stage].
Some were reflective and concerned about whether they were replicating status inequities
rather than transforming them. This experience tended to be amplified for those working
at private and selective public institutions, and muted for those at two-year and access
institutions. Some participants were able to resolve any tensions, accepting multiple
truths about their classed experiences and being more comfortable in their skin
[integrative awareness stage].
The problem, though, is that like most identity development models, this cultural
identity development model only focuses on one aspect of social identity. In their
research, Atkinson, Morten, and Sue (1989) explored the social identity of race, but
suggested their stages could be applied to other cultural identities. Indeed, it is easy to
recognize the different stages related to class identity in the study participants. Class
identities currently claimed were along a continuum, ranging from conforming
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(assimilating to middle class), to resistance (immersion in working class), with most
participants floating in the middle.
However, emerging research into the intersectionality of identities encourages
pushing the understanding of individual experiences to a deeper level, naming how class
is experienced through one’s gender or race, or how gender is experienced through one’s
race. Jones and McEwen (2000) offer the theoretical model of multiple dimensions of
identity, which gives a picture of how various identities overlap and intersect. It
represents individuals as having a core around which other identities (gender, race, class)
circle, with some being more salient than others at different times in a person’s life.
Abes, Jones, and McEwen (2007) recently updated this model to include a “screen” of
context, recognizing that how others view you and what environments you inhabit can
shape your understanding of yourself. The model of multiple dimensions of identity is
helpful in seeing the ways in which class became more or less salient of an identity for
participants, depending on their other identities and the context.
For many participants, their class identity developed in relation to other forms of
identity. Kaci, for example, shared that her identity as a lesbian was more salient while
she was in college, because she attended college where many students were low-income
but few were out as lesbian. She now works with students who, themselves, are
negotiating their identities, and she worries about their inability to see things from
multiple angles.
A lot of times students who come from underrepresented groups, whether
that’s from a standpoint of race or ethnicity or sexual orientation, that one
identity becomes sometimes the most salient identity. If it’s the only
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context in which they view the world, that helps to further marginalize
them within that identity, and prevents them from recognizing the
intersecting identities that are influencing where they are, which then also
prevents them from realizing that they have the capacity to change other
people’s position in life. And so that’s why, for me, it’s very important to
look at the entire complexity.
Jan was similarly interested in the intersections of identity, because, for her,
exploring gender identity was the “way in” to understanding class. She remembers
learning about feminism in her undergraduate course work and discovering that some of
the limitations she had in the world due to her gender were some of the same issues she
faced when her family was in poverty. “Reading about feminism helped me to
understand actually how I felt about being a poor person.” She found that through
learning about gender and feminism, she could logically make the connections to things
she already knew on a subconscious level.
While structured patterns explain movement towards poles, like with Hursts’
renegades and loyalists, most of my participants were double agents/straddlers. The
poles did not have as much of this straddling experience. The loyalist, bachelors’, worker
group saw themselves as immersed in working class and performing a job in the field of
student affairs, often at two-year or public access institutions. The renegade, doctoral,
professional group saw themselves as achieving socioeconomic mobility, advancing their
careers in the field of student affairs, often at private or public selective institutions.
Most of the participants in between these poles had some form of access to higher
stakes, but retreated from it, and now are in this liminal space in between. For this
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middle, there are challenges related to family relationships, perceptions of labor, and
habits of class. Individuals negotiated these challenges using the techniques of codeswitching and deconstructing professionalism. The middle group also experienced
opportunities and insights due to their class identity. They used passing as a way to
achieve greater insights into changing the very structures that produce unequal outcomes,
and did so because of their heightened sense of responsibility for all they had been
granted.

Code-Switching
As mentioned in the previous chapters, many study participants discussed their
relationships with their families as sources of both inspiration and difficulty. Some
commented that in order to move ahead, they worried about leaving behind the people
who mattered most. This was especially true for the middle group who might have
family or partners who are still firmly working class, but who are now working in
institutions that are more prestigious. Stella remembers feeling the pull between school
and family early in her undergraduate career.
I had to let go of coming home and talking about college because nobody
got it. And I immediately after my first year of college or maybe even
right away felt like my family thought that I was better than them for
going, so, like, to sit around the dinner table at Thanksgiving and talk
about what I was learning at college, or what I was doing, felt really
weird. They would ask me at holiday functions about what I was doing,
but I worried that it made my sisters feel bad about the choices they made,
and I didn’t like that. So I had to give up telling my family a lot.
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This feeling of being caught in between family and work often produced negative
feelings (guilt, shame), either about one’s family or one’s career. In order to resolve this
tension, participants frequently reported using code-switching as a strategy to remain in
between their family and work settings. Patsy shares that she considers herself someone
who straddles two places.
I definitely saw it as like bridging two worlds. I see it as . . . standing in
the air juggling balls and standing on two globes. It’s sort of an image that
just kind of came to me – almost like a caricature image and sometimes
tipping . . . kind of . . .unsteady. I definitely have two languages, and for
lack of a better term I want to call it dumbing down, but I definitely know
it isn’t exactly that.
Laura also talked about speaking two languages, at work, at home, even in the
virtual world of Facebook. She considers this ability to be bilingual a gift that allows her
to connect with more people, even though it is becoming harder and harder for her to
code-switch.
I know the language of the predominant culture that I’m in now which is
this educated, middle class – this higher ed[ucation] administration world
but I know the language of people from different educational backgrounds
and so I can relate to them and speak to them. I probably even use
different words, I certainly do with my family but that plays out in other
places too. There are less opportunities for that at an institution like this
[public highly selective] but the closest thing are the places with support
staff, administrative staff, janitorial staff – those kinds of things that
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makes me, I don’t know, more palatable, I think. Again, I worry about
losing that sometimes. I don’t know that I consciously worry but it comes
to my consciousness that I’ve become less and less…um, my native
language has…well let’s just say it takes me awhile to tap back into it, it
shows up less often.
Some members of Laura’s family are farmers or clerical workers still part of the
working class. She reports having to shift gears when speaking with them, being “really
conscious about being relatable to them.” She gave an example of the word “context” as
one she simply would not use in the company of this part of her family. If she did,
“they’ll look at me like I have horns. It’s cute to them but it’s not relatable, I’m not a
family member – it’s an oddity.” And her friends, largely from middle class backgrounds
with formal educations, think her family is an oddity. They beg her to tell stories about
her family members because they seem so quaint. It bothers her that her friends think her
real family members are simply entertaining caricatures.
Laura describes how her online Facebook profile is the one place where her
“separate class identities occupy the same space.” She is both amused and unsettled at
the striking differences between status updates from current friends and colleagues (often
regarding research studies or political issues) to status updates from friends or family
from back home (“me and my son are some tree rat killing bastards!”).
The issue of using different language in different settings arose frequently in
conversations with study participants. Some were afraid to speak in higher education
settings because they did not want their language to reveal their past. Jan talks about it
when describing her experience of the imposter syndrome in graduate school.
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I remember feeling and thinking this when I was a student, and I know just
even when I was doing my own research in graduate school, people often
feel that sense of, ‘I don’t belong and I don’t want people to know I don’t
belong.’ People feel like they’re faking it a lot and I know I certainly felt
that way and it’s why I was afraid to ask for help and ask questions
because I thought, ‘Oh my God, if I say this, then people are going to
realize I don’t belong here and then they’re going to kick me out or
something.’
Other participants were not afraid to speak, but reluctant to speak in the manner
expected in school or at work. Patsy talked about how she used more coarse and direct
language earlier in her life. Initially, it was because that was how everyone around her
talked. Then, it was because she thought conforming to a different standard was
ridiculous.
‘Nice girls don’t talk like that.’ And I still get some of that. And now I’m
seeing that okay, there are times it’s just not appropriate to swear in a
professional setting. But for a long time it was like my subversive act, like
I refused to sort of . . . whatever, it’s just words. Now, I have a little
different respect and sensitivity to it but for a while there, it was like,
‘Whatever, get over it.’ I didn’t care. So I would say that I felt like I had
this very direct, used very simplistic language. When I wrote my papers I
learned words to use and then how I spoke . . . and I think people thought
it was . . . people that I was friends with thought it was charming or
endearing but they often were constantly like . . . like I just was talking
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and they would repeat ways that I said things or phrases I used. It was
almost like I was a caricature. Because they cared about me I believe it
was well intended, but in retrospect it’s like how we as White people
might objectify people of color, about the, ‘Let me feel your hair’ and ‘Oh
your skin is so soft.’ All that and wanting to touch your body.
Patsy learned that when other people pointed out how different her language was,
they either were doing it in a way that dismissed her for breaking gender rules or
objectified her as a curious creature with inappropriate language. Trying to remain true
to yourself while at the same time fitting in to your new work environment was
challenging for many participants. They felt like they did not fit in at home or at work.

Deconstructing “Professionalism”
Another challenge for women in the middle of the poles relates to their
willingness to adopt or shun some of the behaviors expected of professionals, from active
engagement with professional associations to networking. While those at the poles
identified primarily as professionals or workers, those in the middle were more
ambivalent. They felt tugged in a few directions. For example, Heidi feels guilty about
wanting to spend more time with her family than on her career.
My husband comes from a family of working class parents as well. We
often talk about how our perspective of work and career has been defined
by our class background. My husband is completing his doctorate in
physical therapy. He will be the first in his extended family to receive a
graduate degree. I will be the first in my extended family as well. While
we have been diligent in school and enjoy learning, we both feel like we

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

174

continue to see our jobs as jobs. Though our graduate background
encourages us to see our work as a contribution to the field, we struggle
with this perspective. While we enjoy what we do, we often find
ourselves wanting to leave work at work and have little desire to be
involved in professional organizations beyond paying our dues. I often
feel guilty about feeling this way.
Stella, on the other hand, feels guilty about having “made it.” She often wonders
why she was the lucky one in her family who was able to finish her education and start a
career, while her siblings are still stuck in dead-end jobs with little future prospects. She
also noticed how bringing up her background with colleagues produces guilt for them.
I think they feel guilty then, for having not noticed it themselves. Or pity
on me, like, ‘Oh – poor you, I have to tiptoe around you now because you
grew up having less than I did and I need to be really careful what I say, so
not to make you feel bad about that or make myself feel bad.’ The only
thing worse than having a colleague think you’re incompetent is to have
them pity you.
Beyond the guilt experienced across the board, study participants who were
straddling the two poles talked about their perception of networking as disingenuous.
They learned from their families that “schmoozing” was bad because it was fake,
intended only to advance your career, and done to hide the fact that you were not a top
performer. They had seen some got ahead based on who they knew rather than what they
could do (a basic tenet of reproduction theory) but they wanted to believe you should get
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ahead by how hard you work. Jasmine talked about her aversion to networking, and her
response to a male colleague who wanted her to “soften up” around the edges.
I don’t know how to be fake. I don’t know how to kiss someone’s ass,
because I don’t do that well. Do you want me to kiss your ass? Because I
can’t. It’s not worthy of it, alright? I don’t know how to do that. I know
how to work hard. I know how to do what you tell me to do. If you tell
me to do this I’m going to make that happen in a timely manner and if I’m
not, I’m going to be apologetic forever until I get the frickin’ thing done. I
don’t care if it takes me extra hours, I will make it happen.
The aversion to networking came up in several interviews, and most participants
indicated they knew this was a result of the intersections between their class of origin and
their gender. The lessons about being a good girl, a dutiful daughter, a woman who is not
too showy or flashy, who does not bring attention to herself were in conflict with what is
expected in the field, where you are supposed to bring attention to yourself and get
noticed. The habitus of their class of origin conflicted with the habitus of the field of
student affairs.
Gretchen talked about learning about networking through her partner’s family.
Her partner comes from an upper class background, and it was only through seeing how
differently her family behaved than Gretchen’s family did that she, Gretchen, learned
how to advance her career.
So that is now how things operate in other classes or even in executive
level – you have to be out there, you have to make decisions, you have to
be willing to stick your neck out, you absolutely need to be comfortable
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talking about wanting more and getting more. It’s not secure, there’s lots
and lots of risk involved, and my family was very risk-adverse. The only
way you get ahead is to get noticed and so you have to get noticed and
deliver and so many times I could hear that little tape in my mind saying ‘I
don’t deserve this’ or ‘I need to give back to others’ or I’d find myself in a
negotiating room with absolutely zero skills. I realized that a lot of people
talk to each other about what kind of benefits, bonuses, salaries they get
and a lot of times it happens over happy hour, it happens over golf, in
these networking opportunities. That’s what colleagues are and a
colleague to me was more of a family member – if you need something,
there’s a death in your family I know how to console you, I know how to
offer you time off but I would never talk to you about salary, how to
negotiate, I wouldn’t tell you my salary – those types of things. I just
thought that’s what you keep to yourself. So what I learned was, actually
that is what a colleague . . . colleagues come in all different shapes and
sizes and that you need them for different things and they need you for
different things and it’s a give and take and it’s all kind of an equal game.
So I got better and better at negotiating but no question I started to realize
that this is not how other people operate.
Professionalism was also code for how one dressed, which was itself a marker of
class. Patsy reflected on how she paid more attention to her dress when she was younger,
because she needed the fancier clothes for others to view her as a professional instead of
a student. She remarked that men had an easier time being seen as professional, which
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was code for competent and credible. Men simply needed to wear a shirt and khakis, and
on important days could throw on a tie. For women, it was and is different.
I think about this idea of professionalism, like dress. I struggle with that a
lot. I used to struggle with that with my hall directors a lot, that that line
between where do we perpetuate what a professional looks like. Like
today I’m wearing jeans but they’re black and they’re not blue. When I
was in [another position] I wore a suit all the time. But I followed the lead
of my director, my director was always in double-breasted suits so I was in
suits and dresses and I would never wear jeans to work. No one told me
that – so I struggle with now, I feel like I probably can make my own
choices, but I am conscious of it. I feel like it is a marker of my class and
maybe people don’t look at it that way. Some might say the higher up you
get the more you can get away with – you can dress down and . . . I don’t
know. So I go back and forth between I should be comfortable, I am
professional, and how I treat people doesn’t change by what I look like.
And I’m definitely aware that you’re going to be received differently, for
better or for worse, right or wrong, by how you dress. So I’ve got to
reconcile that for myself and so right now, if I’m going to see parents or if
I’m going to see faculty, I’ll dress up but if I know my day is filled with
seeing students, I’m less concerned about it because I don’t really think
they care.
Deconstructing professionalism provides insight into how a person’s class identity
is linked to and shaped by their gender identity. The contextual influences of family,
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school, work, and peers do shape how a person makes meaning of these identities, as
predicted by Abes, Jones, and McEwen’s (2007) model of multiple dimensions of
identity. Individuals’ identities are shaped by their location within a group. For study
participants, particularly those in the middle straddler group, code-switching became a
tool used to resolve tensions between home and work, and deconstructing
professionalism helped situate themselves in between the worker and professional poles.
Figure 7.1 illustrates the ways in which participants, especially those in the
masters’ straddler group, used code-switching to negotiate a path somewhere between
cultural integrity and cultural suicide, and deconstructed professionalism to locate
themselves somewhere between laborers or professionals.

Cultural integrity
(connected to family)
Work as simply job or
labor

Code-switching
Deconstructing professionalism

Cultural suicide
(left behind family)
Work as career or
profession

Figure 7.1: Code-switching and deconstructing professionalism assist participants in navigating
the poles

Additional tools identified by study participants to manage being in between
communities included passing and accepting responsibility.

Passing
While some perceive passing as a bad thing, in that it requires you to hide your
true self, passing may afford you access to observe things you would not otherwise see.
This is can be a place of discovery, opening you up and helping you find ways to better
work for change. Laura found this to be true at her institution. Because she is White and
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speaks the formal language of the academy, people do not always perceive her as being
open to issues of diversity. But she has found that her past experience has made her more
aware of what it could be like for any group to feel like outsiders in the institution.
I was participating a lot more actively in a number of learning
communities related to identity leadership and social justice and certainly
class, though not the strongest component of those conversations,
definitely a part of the typical dialogue and so definitely it would come up
in those places. I also think it helps me, again not completely grasp, but
have more understanding of what it might be like for other people that
have to be bilingual or do code-switching based on race, for example,
being a big one that I don’t . . . but I get it in terms of gender and I get it in
terms of class and so I think that helps me in my understanding of others
who don’t fit with whatever the predominant culture is in some way and
some of the challenges associated with that. I don’t say it’s the same
because I can hide that part of my identity and that part of my identity is
changeable over time so it is not the same and I don’t pretend for it to be,
but I think it offers me a window of understanding that I find useful in
terms of understanding students who may not fit here in a normative way,
whatever that is.
Stella talked about her ability to pass, as well. She is starting to pay closer
attention to the power she has to reveal or hide her background, noticing when she feels
safe or not. She also is trying to notice what her true intention might be in bringing it up,
as she fears she may be using it to forge a connection with other marginalized people in
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an effort to minimize the privileges she experiences because of her race.
Did you ever find yourself in a situation where it’s either, like a lot of
people of color, or a lot of people that are underrepresented in general, that
you’re somehow bringing up that you grew up working class, because you
want them to know that about you? I feel like I do that. I feel like I notice
that in other people. I’ve been working with this woman and she has
immediately referenced that she grew up in the working class and I find it
very interesting that she brings it up a lot. And I find myself bringing it
up, too, to be like, ‘I get you.’ ‘I hear you.’ Like, ‘don’t make
assumptions about who you’re in the room with – not, in a bad way, but
let’s just put it out there that I hear you, I understand where you’re coming
from.’ I definitely find myself doing that. And I’m not sure it is a good
thing. Like, why do I find it necessary to do that? Especially if I’m only
doing it when others who are marginalized are around? What does it
mean that I don’t bring it up when I’m around all White people?
Stella’s reflections on what it means to “play her class card” are significant.
White women, who are assumed to be middle class until they reveal otherwise, have an
ability to “show their colors” when it serves their work. This relates to the critical race
theory concept of interest convergence, meaning Whites will work for justice when it
serves their interests. For Stella, making an outward statement about her class of origin is
her way of building a connection with people of color at the same time she is distancing
herself from other Whites. It is her way of saying, “I am like you, but I am not like you.”
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Laura believes talking about her background may make colleagues think she is a
bit “out there,” but it helps her find connection with new students and their families.
Several participants talked about purposefully describing their background at orientation
events to help ease any worries first-generation students or their families may have.
In terms of working with students, it comes in handy for making myself
real. I think so often, whether it’s faculty or administrators or anybody,
they’re just like, ‘You’re this strange adult’ but then even with parents
because about a quarter of our undergraduate students are first-generation
and so anytime I’m speaking with students or families I usually own that
identity and immediately the tenor of the audience changes. People come
up to me and say, ‘Thank you for saying that, I was really nervous about
this.’ Or the flip side is the, ‘Oh, wow, aren’t you an interesting oddity in
this cool thing that you’ve overcome.’ I don’t frame it in the context of
something I overcame but it’s interesting how that immediately is
perceived in that way. It’s just part of who I am and it actually adds some
strength and interesting depth, I think, to who I am in this world of people
that kind of seem a lot alike sometimes.
Carol also believes her class background gives her strength, as well as the
ability to relate to the individuals she serves. Her background was an asset she
could use to better connect with students or their families. When she is working
with students at her two-year institution, Carol rarely mentions her traditional
undergraduate experience or the fact that she has earned a master’s degree. She
believes being clear about her background makes it easier for students to ask for
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help when they need it, as students expect someone who has already been in their
footsteps will not judge them.
In fact when I talk to students, gosh I don’t even know what they would
think of me if my . . . sometimes I even downplay the fact that I have a
traditional undergrad experience and I definitely downplay that I have a
master’s degree. I don’t really tell a lot of people that because I think that
in some cases it can be a benefit and in other cases it’s not and I kind of
have to . . . I can play both roles. Our student’s emergency assistance,
when students don’t have any money and they come to my office and I try
and help them get a quick $200 loan or whatever, and if I wasn’t from a
situation where I can understand coming from that, I couldn’t look them in
the eye. To me, if you don’t have that background you’re just looking at
them, ‘Oh, gosh, I’m so sorry you’re in that situation’ but you’ve never
been there and you can’t truly empathize with something who’s sitting
here crying because their house is going into foreclosure because they lost
their job and they don’t have money for cereal for their kids unless you
really understand what that is because otherwise they’ll feel like you’re
the person looking down at them like, ‘Oh, let me pity you and help you.’
Gretchen also discussed why she talks about her background and what purpose it
serves to talk about it aloud. She is aware that as a senior student affairs officer and highranking administrator, many college employees assume she is against the workers rather
than with them. She talked a lot about her background when being interviewed for the
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position, making it clear that who she was had influenced why she wanted to work at this
particular institution, known for serving a diverse student population.
And I’m “the man” for many of our employees that work with me or what
they would consider under me. And I find it so fascinating – I have
actually had to sit down with all of the student affairs division staff and
just share who I am. ‘By the way, this is how I grew up. I’m a product of
a construction worker and a dental assistant. I have multiracial daughters.
I can probably relate to every single one of you in this room.’ I found that
just so interesting – and it helped. They definitely went, ‘Oh, she’s not
“the man” – she’s one of us.’ And it’s similar to my family. My family is
proud of what I’ve done but at the same time, they don’t want to go too far
proud. I think it’s similar where we encourage our students, ‘Oh, you can
do it. Let me give you all the resources, you made it to college.’ But
when they make it, make it – now they’ve become the man. We forget
that actually we should be proud of . . . this is what we’ve said that we’ve
wanted them to become. I’m one of those people, this is what society said
would be a success story but all of a sudden now, I’m “the man.”
Gretchen is concerned that we not trash the people who really do get ahead, or
assume that means they left everything else behind. For her, each movement up has
come with difficult choices. She talks about how she and her partner had been looking at
purchasing a second home, a cabin on a lake. But after viewing properties, she had to
stop. She simply could not make that move while her family was still in a townhome
with several adults under one roof. She is not “the man,” but she can pass for one while
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golfing or otherwise networking with the big wigs. That gives her incredible influence,
particularly as she remains committed to paying attention to those at the margins of the
institution.

Accepting Responsibility
Even while some habits of class are retained that are not useful, like avoiding risk
or attention, some habits of class that participants formed in their youth have helped them
be successful in the field of student affairs. The hard work ethic and ability to tolerate
long hours and difficult working conditions is not something to celebrate, necessarily, but
many participants remarked that it has made it easier for them than for their colleagues,
who may experience burnout at higher rates. Another practical habit that participants
remarked was useful related to managing money and dealing with budget cuts. Denise
noticed she had a different approach to budgeting than some of her colleagues.
We didn’t share the same ethics, we didn’t serve the same values and I
could simply see that doing budgeting. When it came around to doing
budgeting, I thrive on being a good steward of funds. And so it’s like if
I’m not budgeting for it, I’m not going to spend it and I’m not going to ask
for what I don’t have. And that’s just something that was inherently
instinctively given to me as a kid, that you only spend what you have and
even though you have a champagne taste and you have a beer budget you
spend on your beer budget. I was used to colleagues, watching them
putting in these budget requests – I’m like, ‘Where’s this coming from?
You’re supposed to be good stewards of state money or the college money
and look how you’re spending so lavishly on things.’ Just that kind of
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simple thing. Or their work ethic and how it differed from mine and then
you question, well – I must have been raised different. That’s what I used
to always say, ‘I was raised different, brought up different from what they
were.’
On the one hand, being used to dealing with limited resources and prioritizing
spending is a good habit to carry with you into a higher education environment. You do
not possess a sense of entitlement about what you deserve or are worthy of receiving,
which makes it easier when budgets are shrinking. On the other hand, this talent can play
against you if you never ask for more than you need. In your effort to be a good steward,
you might find yourself overlooked and under-resourced when funds are available. Still,
many participants felt their ability to stretch a dollar was an asset to both their personal
lives and their work lives.
Perhaps more significant, participants who straddled the poles remarked that the
greatest gifts of their class of origin were the values they carried with them, from keeping
an eye out for the least among us, to being loyal and committed to family. Jan is keenly
aware that with her privilege comes the serious responsibility to pay it forward.
There are people who walk through an open door and then close it for
anyone who might . . . close it and lock it for anyone who might be able to
walk in behind them. And I always think that as someone from a working
class background, I need to not just be aware of it, that I walked through a
door, I need to make sure I’m keeping that door open and inviting people
in. So I always think about how am I not just opening the door, but how
am I inviting others to come through it? Because if people don’t even
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know they’re allowed to go through that doorway, having it open does
them no good. So inviting people to come in – so I always think of open
doors with a nice big welcome mat to bring people in.
Many women commented on this sense of responsibility in general, and in
particular, spoke of their desire to work with and on behalf of first-generation and/or lowincome students. Some manifested this desire in the choices they made related to
institutional type as they sought employment. Carol, for example, is excited to be
working in a two-year institution.
The environment here is much more conducive to someone from a
working class background because that’s really what it is and it fits our
students well. If we were really academic and didn’t have some of those
unions and things like that, our students wouldn’t be able to identify with
us. That’s the thing, our students do feel . . . we get the street cred[ibility],
let’s put it that way and that’s really important. People who teach in our
horticulture program, you work in the nursery on the weekends or
whatever because that’s again what’s valued here is working hard and
sharing what you know with other people.
Shannon is similarly pleased to be working at a regional state institution whose
students have the lowest median family income in the state system. She notes that half of
their students come from small farming communities while half come from the suburbs
of a nearby metropolitan area, which provides an interesting mix of students. Shannon
says that she sees how students at her institution come from two different worlds, and
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knows that her own background influenced her choices a lot. “You know how it is. The
small town (state) girl typically goes to the small town (state) school.”
For other study participants, their interest in serving first-generation and/or lowincome students showed up less by institutional type and more by the functional area in
which they worked (e.g., financial aid, advising, or TRIO, rather than the more traditional
student affairs areas of campus activities, student leadership, and residence life). Karla’s
class background shaped her decision to work in the functional area of financial aid.
I’m kind of lucky to work in financial aid in that regard when it comes to
class issues because financial aid is the only profession that I know of
where most of us are proud to have come from a working class
background because we’re proud that we were work study students. So
it’s a neat thing to have come from that background and be successful
now. I don’t hear that kind of conversations happening in other offices,
even in student affairs.
Heidi took pride in helping first-generation students navigate unfamiliar territory
when she was working for a program designed to increase low-income students’
admission to college. “I loved the ability to provide these students with the perspective
that I never received when I went through the process.” Now, as an academic advisor,
she notices trends about students she meets whose parents did attend college (they know
exactly what to do, mostly what their parents did) and those who are the first in their
family (they are “clueless” and may not even realize it). She knows that her presence on
the advising staff will make a difference for students like her, who do not have family
members to guide them through college. Kathy feels the same way. “I have always been
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very drawn to social justice issues and always want to learn more about access and
equity. My commitment is to working with first-generation and/or low income students
because I self identified that way.”
A sense of responsibility, whether regarding finances or care for community, was
cultivated in many participants’ class of origin. This is not to say that people from other
classes do not feel this sense of responsibility, or even that every study participant felt
this way. However, as the “straddlers” group found their racial and gender and class
identities intersecting, they were able to see things at a deeper level. Rather than simply
discussing the major challenges they had faced in their lifetime, they were able to reclaim
a sense of agency. They could articulate that their experience of feeling “caught” in
between two worlds did not simply have negative connotations, but also held the power
of possibility.
Each participant might find herself holding these tensions outlined in Figure 7.2
below. At any given moment, the benefit of having a strong work ethic could turn in to
overworking in a field that demands long hours. Similarly, feeling proud of one’s
accomplishments could turn into feeling guilty for the successes or ashamed of where one
has been or is now. Being humble, an asset taught to many of the working class women,
could lead to feeling less than confident or competent and wanting to diminish any
accomplishments. And, while having experienced class disadvantage may open one’s
eyes to issues of social justice, being White means having been taught to ignore the role
race has played in one’s life. These interpersonal identity factors may exist within each
woman at all times, with circumstances determining which area is most on display at any
given moment.
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Strong work ethic

Proud

Humble

Attuned to social justice

Overworked

Guilty/ashamed

Imposter syndrome

Unaware of White
privilege

Figure 7.2: Interpersonal identity issues experienced by participants

While I had hoped to construct a theory of class identity development that was
simple, the outcome was quite complex. Many participants used metaphors of their
physical body – their blood, skin, and bones – to describe their class identity, so an
anatomy map analogy seems fitting. Consider old anatomy textbooks, where one might
find a depiction of the bones of the skeleton, with a transparent overlay of the muscles in
the body, and then another overlay of the blood vessels. One can use a similar strategy to
depict class identity development, with the initial visual cue being the ways in which
specific grounding or lifting behaviors push individuals towards poles (Figure 6.1).
Social institutions, such as families and schools, condition individuals to engage in these
grounding or lifting behaviors. The next transparent overlay of the class identity anatomy
map would depict how individuals may use code-switching or deconstructing
professionalism to navigate between the continuums of cultural integrity to cultural
suicide, or work as labor to work as calling (Figure 7.1). This layer is like a slide ruler,
with the amount of work required to exist between these poles varying depending on
context such as current work or family environments. The final transparent overlay of
the class identity map would depict the assets and liabilities associated with class of
origin, all of which exist at all times (Figure 7.2). This final layer uses dotted lines to
illustrate the ways in which the experiences are fluid, never as concrete as you might see
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in a typical stage theory of identity development. When put together, through overlays,
the image of class identity development looks more like a splatter chart than anything
else. But perhaps that messiness is appropriate, as class is not concrete, stable, or fixed.
In this analysis chapter, I described some of the interpersonal experiences
participants shared regarding how their class of origin shaped their sense of self. This
included specific strategies they utilized to navigate the space in between the poles of
cultural suicide to cultural integrity and between the sense of work as labor or profession.
Participants also discussed the ways in which their identities empowered them in their
work, as their ability to pass allowed them access to spaces they might not otherwise see,
and their sense of responsibility compelled them to work for greater access and inclusion
for all marginalized groups in higher education. I concluded this chapter using a
metaphor of an anatomy map to depict the ways in which social institutions and
interpersonal experiences shape class identity. In the final chapter, I outline the
limitations of this study and discuss opportunities for further research.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Researchers have examined the issue of how individuals and social institutions
construct class from the perspective of working class students and working class
academics. These narratives tell us something about the challenges individuals from
working class backgrounds face in higher education settings, at times presenting a heroic
story suggesting anyone can “make it” if they work hard enough, and at times presenting
a bleak picture of alienation and marginalization. Most existing studies on class either
neglect to mention race or gender (primarily those studies including White participants)
or associate any findings with racial and cultural differences without necessarily outlining
class distinctions.
Existing research has largely ignored the issue of class from a student affairs staff
perspective, a historically feminized group with lesser value and status in the academy.
This qualitative study, informed by critical and feminist theories and utilizing a grounded
theory approach, explored the experiences of twenty-five White women working in
student affairs who were raised in working class families. I collected data through
written responses, on-site interviews, and source documents from the field of student
affairs, examining how individuals experience class within higher education, within
student affairs, and within their personal lives.

Core Findings
Social and structural institutions, including schools and families, reinforce class
distinctions. In this study, the bachelors’/worker group and the doctoral/professionals
group each represented about 24% of the study participants, with the majority of
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participants (52%), occupying a space in the middle, known as the masters’/straddler
group. Lifting structural patterns propel individuals into the middle or upper class, and
these include behaviors related to undergraduate enrollment, professional engagement,
and family development. More specifically, individuals are more likely to attain class
mobility if others identify them as gifted while young, if they attend a private or public
highly selective institution, and if they move more than 100 miles from home for their
undergraduate career. They are also likely to continue on this upward mobility trend if
they work at a private or public selective institution, ideally in academic advising or a
functional area more closely tied to academic affairs than student affairs, and actively
participate in national professional organizations by attending and presenting at national
conference. Individuals who follow a traditional path into the field of student affairs are
the most likely to display these behaviors. Finally, women are more likely to move
upward if they marry/partner upward, finding someone who comes from an upper or
middle class background who can teach them valuable lessons about “how the other half
lives.”
On the other hand, grounding structural patterns prevent individuals from
achieving class mobility but assist individuals in staying aligned with their families of
origin. The grounding structural patterns are more than simply the absence of the lifting
patterns. To remain grounded, individuals are more likely to engage in “non-traditional”
undergraduate enrollment patterns, such as transferring, commuting, or working full-time
during their studies. They often work full-time prior to starting a master’s degree
program. When they do work in higher education, ideally they work at a two-year or forprofit institution, likely in admissions or financial aid, where a master’s degree is less
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likely to be required. This also allows them to work full-time while pursuing a master’s
degree from a regional or online institution. Staying grounded also is more likely for
those who have a spouse/partner who is from a similar working class background, and for
those who have children.
These structural patterns are reflective of Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1990) theory
of reproduction. Those who advance their careers are most likely to have had access to
the social and cultural capital required to enact the behaviors necessary for their
advancement. Those who stay grounded are likely to find their values and dispositions
affirmed in the institutions that serve low-income individuals. The most important aspect
of this institutional analysis is uncovering the ways in which what appear to be individual
choices are actually reflections of social systems at work. Those who “made it”
overcame odds and the deck was indeed stacked against them. But, they may have
experienced symbolic violence in school, at college, and in the profession through
graduate school and professional associations. All of these institutions reflect the values
and interests of the ruling class, even while they appear neutral or even have stated goals
of serving more diverse interests.
Those individuals who are willing to embrace the middle and upper class values,
such as an appreciation for the liberal arts or a commitment to encouraging students to
engage in educationally enriching co-curricular activities, are more likely to find some
peace working in higher education, especially in private and public selective institutions.
Those individuals who reject assimilation, by holding on to the value of the practical over
the theoretical, for example, may remain at the margins in the academy, but are more
likely to have fewer tensions at home. Most study participants found themselves in
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neither camp, and instead attempted to negotiate a space in the middle. Those in the
middle had the most anxiety about their positions, perhaps indicative of the ways in
which schools funnel people into predictable outcomes, so those who end up where they
should experience less tension about their location than those who end up in a limbo
state.
At a systemic level, higher education institutions and graduate preparation
programs maintain and deepen class divides rather than fulfill their promise of being a
great equalizer or advancing diversity and inclusion. Critical pedagogues, critical race
theorists, and feminists have all questioned the promise of education, suggesting the
formal schooling system functions to keep oppressed people in subordinated positions,
and happy to stay there. Student affairs professionals who do not critically examine the
way in which institutions reify social stratifications are in danger of being unwitting
agents of collusion. Even if our focus turned towards serving individuals from lowincome backgrounds, we would miss the greater systemic issue. We would be applying a
band-aid, assuming that what needs fixing is the low-income student, not the system that
continues to reproduce inequities. Awareness of the ways in which schools reproduce
inequality does not need to equate to hopelessness or paralysis. Instead, increased
awareness can lead to actions that might reduce these inequities (e.g., assuming
leadership positions within institutions, professional associations, or graduate preparation
programs with a focus on dismantling inequitable systems and increasing awareness).
At an interpersonal level, social identities intersect in complex ways. They are
not simply additive, so White + working class + woman does not always equal White
working class woman (credit to Bowleg, 2008, for the metaphor). Each woman’s
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experience of being female was also shaped by her race, her sexual orientation, her
religion, and her age. Having class and material disadvantages in one’s past did not erase
the privileges one might have because of race or sexual orientation, but it could
complicate the picture. Still, even when I was trying to be intersectional in my work, I
may have approached things from an additive perspective. In my study, this meant it was
sometimes difficult for me and for my participants to identify whether a particular
experience or emotion related to class, gender, race, or some combination of them all.
For example, participants might not know if they a male administrator of the same race
treated them poorly because of their class, gender, age, or sexual orientation, but they
definitely knew they were being treated poorly.
For the most part, structuring patterns were predictable in producing individuals
who fell somewhere on a continuum between cultural integrity and cultural suicide,
between seeing work in student affairs as a job or a career/calling. Those more static
continuums were the result of structured patterns, through which those individuals
engaging in grounding structural patterns remained close to home both literally and
figuratively while those engaging in lifting structural patterns achieved greater mobility
into the middle and upper class. Strategies that helped participants move between these
poles included code-switching, or becoming bilingual in the languages spoken at home or
at work, as well as developing a heightened awareness of and ability to be critically
reflective of expectations the field has regarding “professionalism.” Code-switching and
deconstructing professionalism were both keys to navigating a space in between the poles
of cultural integrity to cultural suicide, and seeing self as worker or professional.
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Regardless of where one existed along those poles related to structural patterns,
participants would also find themselves at varying places related to their personal
identity. On their best days, participants would remark on how their class background
was an asset that gave them a hard work ethic, a sense of pride about what they have
accomplished through hard work, an appreciation for being humble, and an ability to
have a heightened awareness of social justice issues. These traits could serve one well in
the field of student affairs, a field that requires long hours, the ability to confidently build
relationships through listening, and a commitment to diversity and social justice. As
White women in a field dominated by White women, participants also had a unique
ability to “pass,” a power that gave them access to spaces other groups might not be able
to access. They could use that privilege in positive ways that would help widen the doors
to higher education for those that follow, and many did, as they had a significant sense of
responsibility to do so.
On the other hand, these assets related to class could quickly turn to liabilities if
participants found themselves: overworking to compensate for “cushy” desk jobs, feeling
ashamed or guilty for what they had achieved, questioning their worth as they
experienced the imposter syndrome, or using their class background as an “out” from
paying attention to the benefits they receive due to White privilege. Working hard,
keeping your nose down, and avoiding being noticed were lessons many participants
learned in their younger days, and while that can be helpful in terms of caring for
students, it is rarely helpful for career advancement. Further, while having a sense of
responsibility can be a positive attribute, it will fail when it turns into a sense of feeling
guilty about or unworthy of accomplishments. That guilt can also lead towards emotional

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

197

labor and away from the self-care so necessary to sustain oneself in a field with such high
burnout rates. The other potentially negative outcome is that a person can focus on her
class identity without also exploring the identity groups she is a part of, particularly those
groups that are more dominant and provide her with privilege (racial identity, sexual
identity for those who are heterosexual, religious identity for those that are Christian).
Whereas the structured patterns tended to produce predictable results, the individual
experiences could vary considerably. On any given day, a participant might find herself
anywhere in the continuum between the most positive and least positive manifestations of
class identity.
Traditional stage theories of identity development provide some measure of
usefulness in terms of seeing how one’s class identity develops over time, especially the
degree to which one adopts or rejects a middle class existence. However, a stage theory
cannot account for the intersections of identities or the ways in which context shapes
experience. Examining multiple models of identity development may provide a more in
depth understanding of how individuals experience and are shaped by their environment.
Still, any understanding of an individual’s experience will be limited if structural analysis
are not also completed. Using an anatomy map metaphor allows a visual with layers of
structural and interpersonal meaning, demonstrating the messiness and lack of
permanence of class identity.

Limitations
One limitation is the absence of a measure of participation in highbrow cultural
activities (e.g., music or language or dance camps) in my participant criteria. WinkleWagner (2010) notes that this is a common mistake of those researching class
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distinctions, as we measure class based on income and educational attainment because we
do not possess easier measures of cultural capital. A related limitation is that I recruited
study participants through national and state professional associations, and involvement
in professional associations is a form of social capital not equally shared across groups. I
could have selected individuals by institution (e.g., one private, one public selective, one
public access, and one two-year in the same metropolitan area) rather than by
professional association. This might have also diminished the differences I observed that
perhaps reflected geographic location variances (e.g., those raised/living in a conservative
farming town compared to those raised in a more diverse metropolitan area).
Another limitation is that as much as I tried to utilize an intersectional approach,
the layers are so complex it was hard to stay in that space…both for my study participants
and me. Perhaps because most of my participants had not previously been asked to
reflect upon or discuss the intersections of their identity, they sometimes found it difficult
to find the language to articulate their experiences at those intersections. I do wonder
how the results of this study would be different or similar for women of color or White
men from working class backgrounds who now work in student affairs in college settings.
An additional limitation is that I did not contact participants at the close of the
study to gather their opinions on my interpretation of their experiences. I suspect that if I
had been able to conduct a focus group with participants, inviting them to discuss
experiences with each other, I would have obtained even richer data about shared
experiences and the meaning participants made of their own experience.
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Implications

Future Research
Future research may help student affairs professionals better understand class
identity and how it is constructed through social institutions and maintained through
interpersonal interactions. Continued research on the impact of class on students, faculty,
and staff in higher education is necessary. Ideally, future researchers will attempt to
avoid generalizing or essentializing, and will focus on the social structures that perpetuate
class distinctions as much as they focus on individual life stories. Similarly, future
research should show the complexity of experiences, rather than simply portraying lowincome individuals as deficient or heroic.
One direction for future research might be to narrow the focus to a particular
population, such as investigating the experiences of students or student affairs
professionals from particular regional settings (e.g., farm kids or urban kids). Controlling
for regional influences may be useful in terms of identifying another layer of context that
shapes individuals’ experiences. In addition to controlling for region, future researchers
could explore the variations in student affairs across institutional type from an explicitly
class-based perspective. Hirt (2006) has conducted research on general differences
between institutional types, but future researchers could expand on this body of literature
using a critical pedagogic lens to study how class is replicated through various
institutional types and what that means for student affairs practitioners committed to
eliminating class inequities.
Another direction might be to explore the issue of class through the lens of the
middle or upper class. One mistake researchers who study class may make is to only
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study those from low-income backgrounds, assuming they are the only ones for whom
class is relevant. Instead, future research could be done to tease out and problematize the
ways in which institutions of higher education in general, and the field of student affairs,
in particular, reflect the interests of the ruling class, even while they claim to be
democratic and inclusive spaces.
Additionally, I do not presume any experiences shared by study participants are
the exclusive claim of White working class women. For example, we do not have a
monopoly on code-switching or passing. It could be useful to compare the experiences of
class-straddling White women to individuals who find themselves similarly situated in
terms of living between communities rather than within them (e.g., multiracial
individuals or non-conforming gender individuals or bisexuals).
Preparing Student Affairs Practitioners
Faculties teaching in student affairs graduate preparation programs have an
opportunity to deepen the conversation regarding issues of class. As research emerges,
instructors can seek to broaden the dialogue on diversity, encouraging emerging
professionals to cultivate a sense of class consciousness regarding their own identity.
Noticing and naming class-based values and beliefs in oneself and in one’s work setting
is paramount before we can begin to understand how class functions within the field and
for the students we serve. This means that faculty cannot relegate class to one discussion
in one diversity course. While I assume many faculty members already make a concerted
effort to address the issue of class, I hope more faculty members will address class in
their student development theory courses to deepen the understanding of how class of
origin influences identity development. More faculty members can also discuss class in
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their history of higher education courses, being explicit about how institutions evolved
over time to meet the needs of communities but also continue to function to maintain
class divides. More faculty members could also discuss class in their administration and
policy courses, discussing how organizational policies, which often appear to be neutral,
may in fact reflect the interests of the middle and upper class.
In addition to faculty enriching formal curricular opportunities, current
practitioners have the opportunity to better prepare emerging professionals through
training in internships, discussions in staff meetings, and professional development
workshops. Staff can develop these opportunities not simply for emerging professionals,
but also for undergraduate students. For example, in the training of orientation leaders
and resident advisors, staff can teach student employees how class matters and how to be
more inclusive of students of varying class backgrounds. Malcolm X once said, “We
cannot teach what we don’t know, we cannot lead where we won’t go” (as cited in
Howard, 2006, p. 6). As we consider teaching students how to be more inclusive, we
must be sure we are practicing that which we preach.
This means examining our policies and daily practices to investigate how we may
be unintentionally reinforcing the very divides we hope to eliminate. For example, as
institutions implement mandatory health insurance for undergraduate students, how are
they paying attention to the impact that will have on the under and uninsured? When we
establish priorities for students, such as housing assignments or course registration times,
based on their confirming deposit date, how might we be unintentionally privileged the
already privileged? When we require application fees, deposits, or costly standardized
exams for admission, study abroad, or housing, whom are we excluding?
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Staff must also rethink our traditional recruiting patterns and practices. The field
will continue to be dominated by White middle class women if we do not make a
concerted effort to mentor students from more diverse backgrounds into the field. This
begins with examining who is obtaining the undergraduate leadership positions so
commonly identified as the first step into the field. If our recruitment and hiring practices
for undergraduate positions unintentionally privilege some groups, we must be willing to
let go of cherished norms and try new patterns to get different results. For example, we
can critically examine whether we are paying as much attention to developing students
who are in work-study office assistant positions as we do for the students who assume
volunteer leadership positions in campus clubs and organizations. We should work
together to brainstorm new ways of recruiting more diverse groups, and then when they
arrive, not demand conformity or behave in exclusive ways.
Our professional organizations, at the regional and national level, can assess how
well they serve and represent individuals from different class backgrounds, with different
graduate program experiences, working at different institutional types. If, for example,
those working at two-year institutions and/or completing online graduate preparation
programs are underrepresented, how might our publications and events change to be
more inclusive?

Conclusion
Class matters, even though it is messy. While it is hard to find a single effective
definition of class, it is important to study the impact at both an individual/interpersonal
level as well as a structural level. Institutional structures such as schools, families, and
professional associations, construct class, and interpersonal experiences maintain class.
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Class mobility at the individual level brings both rewards and challenges, placing
individuals on a ledge between where they came from and where they might go. While
some choose to jump off the ledge to land squarely in one camp or another, much like the
renegades or loyalists in Hurst’s study (2007), many of those who work in higher
education try to maintain a balancing act.
Professional organizations and graduate preparation programs in student affairs
can and must be more inclusive. We have to inhabit the gap between what we say we
value and how we actually “show up” in the world. This means paying as much attention
to issues of class and religion and age as we do for gender, sexual orientation, race, and
ability. This can happen at multiple levels, from the research we conduct about the
student experience to who we recruit into the field. Increasing the pipeline of future
professionals who come from working class or low-income backgrounds is also
important, though it will be hard to accomplish without attending to the issues that cause
burnout and attrition (low income, few opportunities for advancement, and long hours).
Likewise, attracting professionals from more diverse economic backgrounds cannot
happen until colleges start being spaces of true equal opportunity, and student affairs
professionals start building relationships with students who are not involved in cocurricular opportunities.
Those of us who are presently in the field have a need for allies and confidantes.
We need to have the space to name subordinated experiences without being let off the
hook for our dominant identities. We need to find the courage to be more vocal about our
experiences, and doing so in a way that does not push others into a place of defensiveness
or guilt. As one participant noted, when we start to talk out loud about our experiences,
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we may find that the simple act of stating them confirms our experiences are legitimate.
It is up to us to tell our stories, to know that ours are experiences worth sharing. We may
find we are neither heroines nor victims, but inhabit the space in between.
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Appendix B – Recruitment Email Invitation
Greetings! I am conducting a study about the experiences of White female student
affairs professionals from working class backgrounds. While an abundance of literature
exists about the experiences of working class students in education, and some literature
exists about faculty from working class origins (a.k.a. “working class academics”), little
has been written about the experience of student affairs practitioners from working class
backgrounds. Student affairs professional organizations have standing committees,
commissions, and/or knowledge communities for professionals of different genders, races
and sexual orientations, but socioeconomic class seems to receive less attention.
This research assumes not all student affairs practitioners come from the same
class background and not everyone leaves their class of origin behind to pursue their
career. This research is also grounded in critical feminist theory, understanding that class
is more than economic position. Class is also gendered and racialized, so White female
professionals from working class backgrounds may have different experiences than
White men or women of color from similar class backgrounds.
The purpose of this study is to explore how coming from a working class family
influences White female student affairs professionals, what strategies are used to navigate
the educational institutions in which one works, and how those strategies are similar to or
different from strategies of other marginalized groups working in higher education.
Findings might provide insight into how to prepare student affairs practitioners of all
class backgrounds to work more effectively within their institutions, among their
community of practitioners, and as reflective individuals more aware of their own class
background and how it influences their work.
Participants will be asked to share their experiences through interviews (up to two
hours) and a site visit from the researcher. There are no anticipated risks or benefits
associated from participating in this study, though the hope is that a focused study on
class will contribute to the body of literature in student affairs about the intersections of
class, race, and gender.
If you are interested in participating in this study, have questions or would
like to further discuss class issues in student affairs, please contact Victoria (Tori)
Svoboda at tori.svoboda@gmail.com or 715.220.6889. Please also feel free to forward
this invitation/announcement to friends or colleagues who may be interested in this work.
The target population for this study is White female student affairs professionals
from working class backgrounds. Research participants should self-identify as White and
female. For the purposes of this study, student affairs professionals are defined as those
who earned a master’s degree in college student personnel work and/or those with a
bachelor’s degree who have worked full-time for at least five years in a student affairs
division within a U.S. college/university.
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In addition to self-identifying as coming from a working class background,
research participants should also have at least two of the following three experiences
related to education, occupational status, or income: (1) education: both parents
educational attainment was below a bachelor’s degree, (2) occupational status: neither
parent worked in professional fields (identified as management, business, science, and
arts occupations in the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Standard Occupational
Classification guidelines) during the time period that the research participant was
financially dependent on them, and/or (3) income: the research participant herself
qualified for state or federal aid programs in educational settings such as free/reduced
lunch in K-12 public schools or Pell Grants in higher education.
This study is being conducted by Victoria Svoboda, Bush Leadership Fellow and
doctoral student in theLeadership, Policy & Administration (LPA) Department in the
College of Applied & Professional Studies at the University of St. Thomas, MN. The
dissertation advisor is Dr. Don LaMagdeleine, chair of the LPA Department.
You are receiving this email because ACPA – College Student Educators
International has authorized the use of its membership roster for this research, in
particular inviting members from [two Midwestern states]. You will not receive any
additional emails from me about this research. If you have questions about ACPA’s
involvement with the study, please contact Vernon A. Wall, Director of Educational
Programs & Publications at vwall@acpa.nche.edu or 202.835.2772 x 608.
Many thanks for your time and consideration - T.
-Tori Svoboda
2010 Bush Leadership Fellow (August 2010 - March 2011)
Associate Dean of Students at the University of St. Thomas (on leave until March 2011)
715.220.6889
tori.svoboda@gmail.com
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Appendix C – Phone Discussion Script
What is the research?
Student affairs professionals in higher education have a long-standing tradition of
embracing diversity and working against forms of prejudice and discrimination.
Graduate preparation programs examine issues of race, class, and gender, specifically
addressing how individual identities develop and how membership in various social
groups can advantage some and disadvantage others. Still, I believe the “class” part of
the trilogy remains less visible in both student affairs graduate preparation programs and
in our daily practice within student affairs.
Now, many have written about the experience of being a working class student in
higher education – often describing how challenging it can be. “Working class
academic” literature gives voice to faculty members from working class backgrounds,
and this builds on the themes generated by students (alienation, ambivalence, etc.). All of
the works demonstrate how socioeconomic class shapes the experience of education, and
many articulate a “straddler” experience of existing between class cultures – the working
class culture at home and the middle or upper class culture in a college/university.
I hope my study will contribute to existing research by adding class to the student
affairs diversity literature and by adding student affairs staff voices to the working class
student/academic literature.
What would I ask of participants?
I see the research unfolding in three stages: pre-visit, visit and post-visit.
Pre-visit, I would ask that you share a copy of your resume, so I understand a little
about your educational background, your past work experience, and the student affairs
professional organizations – if any – you are affiliated with. I also would ask you to
prepare a brief personal statement, basically answering the question, “Why are you
interested in this study?” This isn’t being used as a screening tool so much as an
opportunity for you to share what came up for you when you saw the invite – and that
could range from, “why in the world? This is irrelevant” to “wow! There’s something
I’ve wanted to say about this.” The personal statement can be as long or as short as you
want. Its basically a way of “priming the pump” and making sure you get to share
whatever means the most to you without being distracted by my interview questions.
For the visit, I anticipate up to 2 hours of your time. I’d like to schedule a onehour in-person interview at a quiet location of your choosing – ideally close to your
current workplace. This interview would be audio-taped. During the interview, I’ll ask
you questions about your definitions of and experiences with class, but I’ll mostly just
want to hear about your own educational experience, your journey into student affairs,
and your day-to-day experience at home and at work. During the visit, I’d also like to
learn a little more about your current work environment, so I’d like to take a quick selfguided tour, check out the campus facilities, perhaps even take photos. Only myself and
my dissertation committee of three faculty members from UST will have access to these
materials, and I will be using pseudonyms in the final dissertation.
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Post-visit, I would welcome any additional thoughts or feedback that come up for
you after we’ve met. I also may want to follow up with questions to make sure I
understood you correctly or to ask for more information about anything you’ve shared. I
don’t yet know how much time this will take, if any. But, it may help you to know that
my plan is to complete visits in October/November with follow-up writing and analysis
from January-March. As a potential participant, you would have the right to withdraw
from the study at any time.
What questions do you have?
Next steps?
If you remain interested, I would want to send you some materials (consent form,
potential visit dates) and I would ask you to share some materials with me, too (resume,
personal statement). I’m looking at potentially traveling to your area…
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Appendix D – On site Interview Guide
Before getting started, let us review the consent form. Any questions before we
begin? I am interested in learning about how your class identity developed over time and
how it influences your work in student affairs. I have a few prompts, but our time is
flexible. It is more important you share what is meaningful to you than that we cover
every question. I will be turning on the recorder now.
1) OPENING: Tell me a little about yourself and your interest in this study.
2) UNDERGRADUATE COLLEGE EXPERIENCE:
a. Describe your choice to attend college. How did your family respond to your
decision?
b. What, if anything, did you have to “give up” in order to be successful in
school?
c. What, if anything, did you “hold on” to from your family of origin to help you
complete your degree?
3) STUDENT AFFAIRS JOURNEY:
a. How did you come to work in student affairs? What were key moments in
your educational, occupational, or personal history that brought you to where
you are today?
b. [For those who completed a master’s degree in College Student Personnel:]
Describe your experience in your graduate preparation program (how you
chose it, what you appreciated about it – or not, what your relationships were
like with faculty or cohort members).
c. [For those active in student affairs professional organizations:] What do you
most value about your involvement with professional organizations? What, if
anything, is missing?
d. If there were such a thing as a “typical” student affairs practitioner, what
would s/he look like? In what ways are you similar or dissimilar to that
archetype?
e. How do your family members respond to your career? friends or intimate
partner(s)?
f. In what ways, if at all, do you see class being an issue in student affairs? How
does it impact you? your co-workers? the students or faculty with whom you
work?
g. If you completed a master’s in college student personnel work and/or are
active in professional associations, how has class been present (whether
openly or less visibly) in those settings?
h. Who are the students you serve?
4) CLASS IDENTITY:
a. How would you label and define your class of origin?
b. What might you see as markers of your class identity back then?
c. How would you label and define your current class identity?
d. Has your identity shifted over time? If so, how?
e. How would you describe the current class identity of your family? Your
friends? Intimate partner(s)?
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f. What other aspects of your identity (gender, race, sexual orientation, etc.) are
salient for you – at work and/or in your personal life? How does class
intersect with those identities?
5) IMAGERY/METAPHORS:
a. Complete this sentence, “a White female student affairs professional from a
working class background is like …”
b. Are there any images, stories, or memories that came up for you during our
conversation today?
c. Were you surprised by anything we covered today?
6) CLOSING:
a. Is there anything you want me to know that I have not already asked?
b. What, if any, questions do you have for me?
Please contact me if anything else comes to mind after reflecting on the time we
have spent together. You may reach me at tori.svoboda@gmail.com or 715.220.6889. I
will be turning off the recorder now. Is now a good time to view your personal work
space? I am curious about what visual cues you may have created through photographs,
posters, quotations, etc., that might let someone know more about where you come from
and what matters to you.
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Appendix E – Consent Form

C ON SE N T F OR M
IRB B10-223-02
Participant Consent:
I am conducting a study about the experiences of White female student affairs
professionals from working class backgrounds. I invite you to participate in this
research. You were selected as a possible participant because of your response to an
email invitation sent to a professional listserv. Please read this form and ask any
questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.
This study is being conducted by: Victoria (Tori) Svoboda, graduate student in the
Leadership, Policy & Administration (LPA) Department in the College of Applied &
Professional Studies (CAPS) at the University of St. Thomas (UST). My advisor is Dr.
Don LaMagdeleine, chair of the LPA Department.
Background Information:
The purpose of this study is to explore whether and how coming from a working class
family influences White female student affairs professionals, what strategies are used to
navigate the middle/upper class educational institutions in which one works, and how
those strategies are similar to or different from strategies of other underrepresented
groups working in higher education. Findings might provide insight into how to better
prepare student affairs practitioners of all class backgrounds to develop as reflective
individuals more aware of their own class background and how it influences their work.
Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to provide a resume (to document your
educational background, work experience and student affairs professional organizational
affiliations, if any) and a brief personal statement, answering the question “Why are you
interested in participating in this study?” Following the submission of these written
materials, I will ask you to participate in an in-person interview lasting 60 minutes, held
at a quiet location of your choosing. I will audiotape the interview. I would also like to
conduct a site visit to your office. I may photograph your workspace, primarily to see
whether/how you share images that connect you to your class of origin. I will schedule
the interview and site visits at a time convenient for you, and if you wish to conduct the
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interview during the workday, I would ask that you seek any supervisor permission, if
necessary.
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
There are no anticipated risks associated with this study and also no direct benefits.
Confidentiality:
The records of this study will be kept confidential. All data will be coded and
pseudonyms used for all participants, their institutions, etc. In any sort of report I
publish, I will not include information that will make it possible to identify you. I will
personally complete the transcription of audiotapes of the interviews, and will destroy
both the tapes and notes from our interviews five years upon the completion of my study
(anticipated date: June 2016). All documents, notes, transcriptions, photos, etc. will be
stored on a personal password-protected laptop in a locked office in my home. Only my
dissertation committee will have access to these materials.
Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to
participate will not affect your current or future relations with the University of St.
Thomas. If you decide to participate, you may still withdraw any time before January
2011 without penalty. Should you withdraw, I will destroy data collected about you and
will not use that data in the dissertation. During our interview, you can skip any
question. Share only that which you are comfortable sharing.
Contacts and Questions:
My name is Victoria (Tori) Svoboda. You may ask any questions you have now. If you
have questions later, you may contact me at 715-220-6889 or tori.svoboda@gmail.com.
You may reach my advisor, Dr. Don LaMagdeleine, at 651-962-4893. You may also
contact the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board at 651-962-5341 with
any questions or concerns.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent:
I have read the above information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction.
I consent to participate in the study. I am at least 18 years of age. I meet the study
criteria of identifying as a White female student affairs professional from a working class
background.
For the purposes of this study, student affairs professionals are defined as those who
earned a master’s degree in college student personnel work and/or those with a bachelor’s
degree who have worked full-time for at least five years in a student affairs division
within a U.S. college/university.
Working class background, beyond self-identification, is defined as having at least two of
the following three experiences related to education, occupational status, or income:
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(1) education: my parents/guardians’ educational attainment was below a bachelor’s
degree,
(2) occupational status: my parents/guardians did not work in professional fields
(identified as management, business, science, and arts occupations in the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics Standard Occupational Classification guidelines) while
the I was financially dependent on them, and/or
(3) income: I qualified for state or federal aid programs in educational settings such
as free/reduced lunch in K-12 public schools or Pell Grants in higher education.

Printed Name & Signature of Study Participant

Date

Printed Name & Signature of Researcher

Date
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Appendix F – Overview of Participants
Group
Masters’

Bachelors’

Doctoral

Pseudonym
Morgan
Carol
Denise
Erica
Jan
Jasmine
Jenny
Kaci
Kathy
Nancy
Shannon
Sonja
Stella
Becky
Debra
Heidi
Judy
Karen
Karla
Gretchen
Laura
Marilyn
Patsy
Mary
Sheila

Education
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (completed)
MA (in progress)
MA (in progress)
MA (in progress)
MA (in progress)
MA (in progress)
MA (in progress)
PhD
PhD
PhD
PhD
PhD (in progress)
PhD (in progress)

Functional Area
residence/campus life
residence/campus life
residence/campus life
advising
advising
residence/campus life
advising
residence/campus life
residence/campus life
residence/campus life
residence/campus life
residence/campus life
residence/campus life
admissions/fin aid
advising
admissions/fin aid
admissions/fin aid
admissions/fin aid
admissions/fin aid
advising
advising
advising
residence/campus life
residence/campus life
advising

Works at
Private
2 yr
2 yr
Private
Private
Public-access
Public-access
Public-access
Public-access
2 yr
Public-access
Private
Public-access
2 yr
Public-access
Public-premier
Private
For-profit
2 yr
Public-access
Public-premier
Public-premier
Private
Public-premier
Private

